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Two figures stood at the edge of the clearing. One, a near white-furred otter with stark black tresses. His dark leather tunic offset a grey-blue cloak and a largely soot-tarnished breastplate with flecks of its shining silver livery still breaking though the hazed smoke stains. The man cut a sharp figure as he stood with his hand on the pommel of an ornate and well-loved long sword. His blue-and-violet mismatched eyes gazing off towards the nearby fortress.


“I tried calling for a parlay.” Alistair Blackrose muttered. The young noble held little confidence in his voice. “I knew they wouldn’t go for it. But I think they’d be more suspect if I hadn’t.”

The blue-scaled skink who stood beside him rolled her eyes in frustration. She cut a far less grim figure. Much of her body exposed save for a light set of Mithral plates serving to protect her more vital points. Even that shining silver only served to access the bright blue and red vest covering her top, and the baggy white pants with a bright red sash. Like the noble the woman had dark black hair. Though hers was tied back, showing off a small but pronounced pair of horns peeking though a red bandana. It was the wings which really sold it though. Features unmistakable, and making clear note of the teifling’s heritage.


“We still need to know what we’re getting into in there.” Faiza Mehr narrowed her eyes as she looked over the large hunk of grey stone off in the midst of the field. Trees cut down for at least half a mile in all directions. The barest hint of ballista’s and other heavy weapons sitting on the towers, threatening any airship that dared get too close. Even if the captain of the ‘Lucky Dinar’ was willing to put her ship at risk for this little operation, it’d only serve to get them into the very fight they were avoiding.


“You got a suggestion then?” Alistair asked. The dour otter offering a bit of a smile, clearly recognizing the look on her face.


“Maybe.” Faiza nodded “We’ll all have to come back at night. I think I can get us a way in.”
--------------------


“Esme?” Justin piped up


“Hmm?” The gecko girl looked up from her phone. Her body half slumped into the chair.


“Your roll.” The otter looked over the laptop lid which served as his DM Screen.


“Oh, right. What do I roll again?” The gecko mumbled


“Uh, Stealth.” The otter feeling a bit foolish to even say it.


Esme huffed in frustration and tossed her D20. “Fifteen.” She muttered as the die clattered to a stop.


“You forgot to add your bonuses.” Hui whimpered


“It’s ok.” Justin sighed “She beat the DC.”

“Are you doing ok, Esme?” Becky whimpered. The red haired badger was sat next to her friend, looking up at the distracted gecko with no small amount of concern.


Esme scowled at the question. She gave the girl a noncommittal nod and slumped back into her seat phone once again going up as she scrolled though her various social media feeds.


“Maybe it’s just that we’re doing it here again.“ Hui whined from across the table. Becky’s parents had decided to let the friends use their house for games again, provided they promised not to make a mess to the point they had last time. It was a far more lavish basement to deal with than Justin’s little half finished cave. Painted walls with wood wainscoting going up part way. Lots of nice if underused furniture, including the old dining room table the teens had adopted as the gaming table for the night. There was even food, something they had to be a bit careful of in the library.


Esme was the only one who seemed to be less comfortable than usual. Sat on her phone and barely paying attention. An unopened bag of sun chips resting on top of her character sheet.


Collin, seeming quite content with himself even if he was not able to be in ‘girl mode’ at this time, ran a finger over his spell list then glanced back at Esme. “Would it be a bad idea to chuck invisibility on her?” He asked


“If you don’t think you’ll need it later.” Justin shrugged “I mean it can’t hurt, even if she’s doing ok so far with the sneaking. You ok with that, Esme?”

The girl nodded bitterly and set her phone down. “Yeah, sure, whatever. I’ll take my invisible butt and play scout. Let’s do this.”
--------------------


It was easy to spot an airship at night. There was little chance of hiding some huge mass of hot gasses and cogwork as it loudly blustered overhead. It was all but assured to blot out any moon or starlight, making even the most blunt observer painfully aware of its presence.


Less obvious would be those who could fly under their own power. One had to either be born with such a power, or learn a very particular form of magic to pull it off.


That a rabble of adventurers seemed to have all come with the power of flight at their disposal was almost contrived in how fortunate it was. Not that all of them could really fly for any serious distance without trouble. But five figures flitting though the night on updrafts made for a far better point of entry than a giant ship roaring its way though the still night air.


Alistair landed first. The supposed leader drifting in on raven-black angel wings as the aasimar let himself drop down on to the cold stones of a parapet. Guards turned to see him. Both of them shaken from a dull stupor. They never even got a chance to loose a cry before a bolt hit the first one in the neck. Faiza not missing a beat as she swooped down from where she had been hovering and ran her rapier though the other guard. A soft tink of metal on stone as the blade went though the mans neck being the only sound to crack the night.


“That a good enough distraction?” Alistair snorted. Much to the ire of the airship pirate.


“You didn’t have to do that.” Valaria hissed. The purple-scaled dragon born was far less quiet about her landing. Her armor was the heaviest of them all, and indeed her build far heavier than the other four. 


“We did, Dame Pendragon. You know it as well as I do.” As always the exiled Lord Blackrose was nothing but cordial to his fellow Noble. That the white-armored paladin met the young man’s words with utter contempt was likewise to be expected of them. Even as she withdrew the ornate black and gold maul tied to her hip and readied her kite shield.


“I still wish you’d have let me talk to them.” The woman sighed. “You may be disgraced, Lord Blackrose. But my family still has some pull out here.”

“When I snuck in earlier, I wasn’t able to get that far into the castle. Even with Pim’s spell.” Faiza laughed bitterly as she looked down at her hand, thankful as could be that it wasn’t just some hazy clear outline flickering in and out of her vision.


“How was I supposed to know they had Owlbears?”  The voice belonged to Pim. The once innocent and capricious fairy still adorned in what was once his bright and cheerful carnival worker outfit. Though now the dyed leather had stained itself with soot and blood. It gave him an almost demented look, not helped by the now half-vampire’s twisted childlike behavior. He flitted down and sat on the paladin’s shoulder, shrunk to a size where he could easily remain without adding any real weight to her.


Another near insect-like figure followed. This one adorned in a heavily sewn and resewn uniform of some distant school. Talk of ‘Strixhaven’ and ‘Silverquill’. Both terms that meant little to the others. The more respectable looking fairy mirrored the other by landing on Lord Blackrose’s shoulder. Her own shrinking spell having apparently been cast earlier due to how utterly exhausted she seemed to be.


“So what’s the plan?” Tiss asked. “If they have the noble ladies hostage then we can’t just dash in there. They may hurt them.”

“That’s why we couldn’t let Valaria try her diplomacy. They’d deny everything then move the captives as quickly as they could. They probably have secret tunnels out of here too.”

“You think the rumors are true?” Valaria sighed.


“Positive.” Pim nodded “The good captain here saw the proof, even if she couldn’t get close enough to talk to those girls. There aren’t really that many good reasons to have girls in fine dresses locked up in a cage in your basement.”

“Maybe not where ‘you’ come from.” Tiss snarked. The fairy then falling silent as her jade-colored wings flapped despondently. Four sets of angry eyes gazing at her. “What. I say something wrong?”

“Let’s just do this.” Alistair muttered “Quick and quiet as we can. Remember, everyone here probably knows about what’s going on. Don’t hesitate. They won’t. Once the captives are safe, then Valaria can worry about diplomacy or demanding surrender.”

With that the aasimar man held out his hand. Dark black flames erupting into the space before his hand. The long, broad black-blued form of the great sword ‘Ravenchild’ springing into being between his hands. The dark blade offering him comfort as he sent a beam-slash though the heavy oak door leading in to the stairway, and into the keep.

--------------------


“Annnd that’s pizza” Justin looked down at his phone. The Jets driver having apparently arrived. The otter pulled himself out of the DM seat at the head of the table and pushed his back until every joint popped. 



“Took em long enough.” Becky grumbled.


“You live out in the woods.” Justin snickered “You really think the poor drivers get a decent GPS read out here?”

The two cousins snapped at each other as they made their way upstairs. Hui giggling a bit as she poked at her brother. “Those two are way more alike than they want to admit, huh?” She snickered


“I guess.” Collin muttered “Becky seems… real different lately.”

“You mean since you two started dating?” Esme muttered


Collin blinked and glanced up at the gecko. The boy’s dark hair shifting in waves as he shook his head frantically. “It’s not dating. Not really. I mean ok maybe it is but, it’s to like a ‘date’ date.”

“Why not?” by now Esme had put her phone down and was leaning in, looking Collin square in the eye “Let’s face it. You like her. Especially now that she’s acting all bossy and weird. You’re kinda acting like Hui used to around Justin before she did the bullshit anime ‘confess your feelings’ thing.”

Collin actually blushed at that and turned away. His nose wrinkling bitterly, his ears folding down and his whole body tensing. He grabbed up Esme’s chip bag and popped it open, stuffing a few defiantly in his mouth as if that would somehow grant a measure of revenge for the comment. Never mid that she’d gotten it from the Parker family pantry along with most of the other snacks they’d pilfered.


“Well I think it’s cute.” Hui huffed “And kind of romantic, too.”

“You would.” Esme grumbled. “If it’s in an anime you eat it up. I swear you are just the biggest weeb.”

“That’s not fair.” Hui snapped ‘I like other things too.”

“Yeah, like Cal-arts.” Collin snickered, earning him a light but rather loud punch on the arm.


Esme simply rolled her eyes and slumped herself down on the table. A few loose strands of hair falling from her hijab and bobbing between her eyes. She tried to twist and blow at the hair to get it out of place, but didn’t bother taking the time to actually reach up and fix it. Instead simply resigning herself to another minor annoyance.


“Well, so long as you two don’t get in to any of the really horrible tropes I guess it’s not that bad. I swear though, the second you two start having some kind of ‘onii-chan’ complex, I’m out.”

Both siblings blushed furiously at mention of that. They glanced awkwardly at each other almost in unison, shaking their heads frantically before quickly turning away. Collin going to his phone while Hui picked up her character sheet as if she needed to study it for something.


“Lah, lah… lah lah lah” Esme stammered dumbly. Her eyes went wide as she gazed at the two siblings. There were only a few reasons for this level of discomfort, and at that moment Esme realized she didn’t want to know any of them.


Instead she just shoved her head into the crooks of her arms and waited to hear the other two return. That way she could space out for the rest of the session and go home.

--------------------

 

The guards and Owlbears were expected. The Chain Devil was not. The party had already bloodied itself hammering its way down into the depths of the keep. Stealth had been the watchword early on. But all of that fell apart once Pim had tried and failed to get the guard captain to lead his men out of the front door and away from the mess hall stairs. Stairs that should take them down to the dungeon.


Now the mess hall was a bloodbath, and troops were rallying up from both sides. Tiss had used the narrow stairs down to her advantage, casting a resilient magical sphere of biting poetry and scathing insult. The flickering letters of black and white swirled around this orb and blocked any passage or missile in or out. It was a temporary solution, though, and it meant that she would be unable to aid in the fight as much as she should have.


“Right now the only thing keeping them out is the arch being too small.” Tiss shouted out. Her hands already trembling as she concentrated on the long and twisting string of poetry which kept the spell intact.


“I doubt you’ll make it that long.” Lady Devidia hissed. The lady of this keep had shattered all pretense now. Looking at the gathered throng I mild amusement. She held a small crystal, the thing she’d used to unleash the chain devil on them. All while the silk clad mink leaned against the cell wall where, though the bars, the captive noble girls could be seen cowering in the back corner.


“I promised my friend here a good time, should he ensure the safety of my little bargaining chips. Honestly I suppose I should have expected the house of Pendragon to interfere. But to be united with a Blackrose? My, what court intrigue is this?”

“You think politics would stand in the way of what’s right?” Valaria spat


“That you think there is a clear cut ‘right’ and ‘wrong’ shows just how naïve you are, child.” the mink’s voluptuous form twisted and writhed against the bars as she held up a hand, the tips of her fingers glowing. Small beams of twisted backlight shot from them, dashing themselves on the Dragonborn’s shield.


“Oh boy, you did it now, lady.” Pim giggled as he flitted off of the purple dragon kin’s shoulder. The fairy flitting behind the armored figure.


Alistair’s blade crackled with the dark energy of the Raven Queen while Faiza flicked and twisted her shining rapier in her hand. All three front line fighters bracing as the devilish monster of chains and stringy muscle waved his hands sending out hooked and barbed lengths of metal to strike at his foes.

--------------------


“Roll initiative.” Justin cackled. 


The gathered teens all groaned in frustration. All except Esme, her head currently down on the table.


“Come on.” Collin snapped “how is that fair?”

The otter behind the improvised DM screen shrugged and made a token attempt to hide his gleeful smirk “I don’t remember saying anything about fair.” He murred “If you’re looking to get though this without just being murder hobos then you either need to sneak or be diplomatic. First two have been failing pretty hard this session. So now its stabby time.”

“It’s not our fault the stealth thing doesn’t work.” Collin protested “I cast invisibility on our sneaky character. To get thrown into the meat grinder?”

“Oh, so it’s my fault?” Esme huffed


Collin snarled a bit and leaned in, nodding defiantly. “You are the one who’s usually good at this whole subterfuge thing. Instead you’re sleepwalking this whole session.”

“I’m still trying to catch back up.” Esme’s reply was noncommittal to say the least. She looked around the table and then let a cruel smile cross her own lips. “Maybe you should just hide behind the paladin. I mean that way you get to cozy up to Bekcy some more. Right?”

“Jeeze.” Hui whimpered “What’s gotten into you today, Esme?”

“What’s gotten in to me?” The gecko girl pulled herself up to her full height. Towering over the short red panda as she loomed against the table. “What do you think has gotten in to me. You. All of you. Every damn day. We finally start doing this again and the whole session is just you fawning over your ‘Master’ and your bother cozying up to Becky and probably wishing he was back in drag.”

“Now wait a second.” Becky snapped “that’s not”

“What?” Esme gestured towards Becky. “Fair? Reasonable? Oh, you always have to be the reasonable one, huh? Always have to be calm and collected and act like you’re not just another crazy fucking creep. Little miss responsible. Unless it comes down to doing the things you say you’ll do. Or is it just with me? Because I’m not a boy dressed up like a girl.”

“Now wait a second.” Justin pulled himself up and glared at the out-of-control reptile “That’s way over a ton of lines. The hell did any of us do to you?”

“I… you… that… Lah Allah you don’t even know do you?” For a moment Esme could feel herself tensing up. She was only dimly aware that she was trying to flip the table. It didn’t budge. Stupid old oak antiques. Instead she backhanded whatever was on the table in front of her, mostly her own things. Dice and paper scattering everywhere, along with the bag of chips all but exploding all over the floor. 


“Screw this, and screw all of you!” The girl shouted.


Esme stomped her way into the guest room, slamming the door shut behind her. The heavy thud of hard wood on hard wood shot a reverberating clang though the whole basement. A vibration which shook her to her tailtip.


She could feel the tears forming even as she hammered her fingers against the door knob struggling to get the simple latch to close. Locking herself in even as the knocking started.


Everything grew rather fuzzy after that. The gecko collapsed face first on to the bed. Her hair falling to one side and nearly pulling her hijab undone. She didn’t care enough to fix it. She didn’t care enough to deal with any of this. She simply sobbed softly into the unnervingly clean blanket in the hopes of somehow wringing all of these feelings out of her chest.


Outside she could still hear the commotion. Arguing. Fighting. Concern. At one point one of the dumb boys insisted he could pick the lock. That turned into another fight. After a while Esme found herself crawling further into the guest bed so that she could pull the pillow over her head Only her snoot poking out, the pillow itself used to help drown out the sounds while her body lay there in trembling emotional agony.


Eventually the commotion died down. Deep slow breaths killed her quiet sobbing, and Esme could hear the others walking away from the door. It wasn’t clear how long it was. She’d forgotten her phone out there, and the cheap old alarm clock sitting by the guest bed kept blinking twelve. After a while she heard a small metallic tink from the knob. The door opened slowly and a figure loomed in. Esme dared to turn herself enough to see. Hui stood there, crouched in the doorway, carefully trying to slip a plate with pizza in without opening the door too wide.


“Ope, Sorry.” Hui whimpered as she started to pull out


“No, I…” Esme sighed. “You guys saved me some?”

“Yeah. There’s more, too. In case you’re still hungry after this.” The red panda girl set a can of sprite down by the plate. She started to pull back, only to stop and linger. The obvious desire to come in clear on her face.


Esme sighed bitterly and shifted around in the bed, gesturing for her friend to come in. Slowly she twisted herself around to lean against the headboard, gripping one of the pillows tight to her chest.


“Y-you wanna talk about what happened?” Hui whimpered fearfully. She walked towards the bed like someone seeking to pull a wounded animal out of a trap. As if her friend would rip her hand off with the wrong gesture.


If Esme was honest with herself, that’s about how it felt at the moment. Ashamed of it as she was.


“I don’t think I really can.” The gekco girl muttered. She pushed her face into the pillow and bit back a fresh sob. Her long toes cured in on themselves as she tried to compress her body down into a ball and drive away all of the bad feelings.


“I mea, you’re clearly mad. I don’t know why, but even I can tell that.” Hui whimpered softly “If I said something wrong I’m really sorry about it.”

“You didn’t say something wrong.” Esme’s voice was a thin sheet of glass. Her breaths still coming snail-slow.


“Was it Chen? I mean I know he can be kind of-”

“It wasn’t him.” Esme snapped. She instantly regretted it, shrinking back once more. “it wasn’t him, or you, or Becky. It wasn’t even Justin. It was… It was all of you guys, ok?” The bitterness felt good. Some small part of Esme hoping it hurt. A thought she detested. A thought she knew was wrong. Something that almost gave her a bit of vengeful satisfaction seeing how much it did in fact seem to wound her friend. Yet even then the feelings quickly began to fade.


“It was bad enough when you started hanging out with that dork.” She finally muttered. The gecko pulling her long bundle of hair around to one side as it once again tugged uncomfortably at her hijab. “I know you liked him. I mean, I could do without knowing all the creepy sex stuff you guys talk about. But like, I figured it was a phase you had to go though. I figured you’d still have time for me. Then you invited me to do a D&D thing and I thought great. You said it was just like ‘Stranger things’. I figured it’d be fun. We’d all still get to hang out.”

“You don’t like the game?” Hui whined.


Esme snorted and shook her head “That’s not it. I mean it’s stupid, and it’s corny. But playing the game itself is kind of a nice way to keep brushed up on my acting chops when I don’t have a play to focus on. Plus it was time with you and Becky. Something I really missed since you kept spending all your free time with ‘him’. So it was usually just me and Becky hanging out all the time while you were off doing… whatever it is you guys do.”

‘Whatever they did’ was a subject Esme knew too much about, frankly. Sex on its own often made her feel confused and uncomfortable. But the kinds of things her friend did. Friends, she should say. She looked at the partially opened door and the food laying on the floor. Her body shifting ever so slightly as if she could simply lean over and see the other three teens out there. “I’m tired of it, Hui. I really am. For most of the year Becky’s been flaking on me, too. Now I find out that she’s got a thing for your brother. Except he doesn’t want to be your brother. Which is even more confusing, and scary, and just… “ She whimpered and bit her lip “I’m not homophobic, ok? I know that’s the stereotype. I know I’m supposed to be repulsed because that’s what my religion says even though it says the same thing in Christianity and most people don’t bat an eye when a Christian accepts gay people.”

Even as she said it Esme paused, laughing bitterly to herself. Technically that was true in bigger areas. More built up ones. But out here she knew deep down that there were plenty of Christians who felt that way. It wasn’t her, though. That’s what she kept telling herself. Even if it all just felt so wrong. So bad.


Hui scooted a bit closer and shifted to look her friend in the eyes as best she could. It wasn’t easy. The poor girl almost looked like she was breaking her spine just to twist at the right angle. It would have been even worse without the height difference.


“I know Chen’s change is… new. And it’s confusing. I don’t think he really realizes not everyone around us is comfy with Kathy.”

“There is no ‘Kathy’!” Esme snapped “That’s the problem. It’s just Collin in a dress. And yet he seems to care about it way more than you or Becky!”

There was a long pause between the two. The confused wah just gazing up at her taller friend. A bit of actual pain showing on her face now. Esme looked into those amber eyes and sighed. Her whole body collapsing against the headboard.


“When Collin, Kathy’, butted in for our shopping trip, it was really annoying. But it was also the first time I felt like I was out with other, you know, girls. It’s always been the three of us. You, me and Becky. We’ve always been close. We’ve always been the nerdy kids in class, too. Except you guys never learned when to stop. Becky is just an obsessive tomboy who couldn’t be asked to fix her hair or put on a skirt to save her life. You’re a bit better, but it’s always some fucking costume. This and this character from some video game or anime or comic book. Its never enough to just fid something cute and put it on. Or to put on makeup because it makes you feel pretty. The first time I felt like I was with a normal girl in my whole damn life and it was your idiot brother in drag.”

That may have been offensive. It may have hurt. Esme should care. She didn’t. She cold feel the pillow squished to near uselessness against her. The poor girl dimly aware of her arms trembling. Esme just barely licked her lips and realized how parched she was. She gazed at the pop can for a long moment, and then turned her attention to Hui. The unnerved look on her friends face telling Esme just how much damage this was all doing.


“She asked him to prom, you know.” Esme sighed. “Becky, I mean. She told me when it happened. I think she expects me to feel happy for her. We already know Justin is taking you. Meanwhile I don’t think I’ll even get to go to our senior prom when we have it. I’ll just get to sit at home, probably listening to my Abba try to cheer me up. Talk to me about how silly it is to romanticize one party when you’re still in high school. Except it’s not one party. It’s every party. I don’t get to go to parties. I don’t get to be a ‘girl’. I get to come over here, or go to Justin’s house, or the Library. I get to sit there and play pretend and eat pizza while the four of you try to hide your little pervert games. And the worst part is that I ‘missed’ it. When you started replacing some of the games with the Shadowrun one. All so you could let some teacher join in. Because, what? Because she helped Justin get a job and doesn’t have any friends her own age?”

The quiet only grew. The two girls looked at each other for a long time. Finally Esme couldn’t take it any more, casting her eyes aside and growling “Well? Aren’t you going to say something? Aren’t you going to get mad? Are you really just that much of a doormat?!”

A hug. It was the one thing Esme didn’t imagine would happen. She hated it. She bristled at the genuine affection as Hui wrapped her arms around the gecko girl and pushed against her back. She cursed herself for actually drinking in the sensation of care from another person and let the feeling soak into her touch-starved brain.


The two were there for god only knew how long. Esme didn‘t move to return the hug. She didn‘t move at all. Her whole body just shook as she tried to calm down and get her feelings in check. A big part of Esme hoped that the months of stress would finally be lifted. That she‘d at least feel better if nothing else after putting that all out in the open. It didn’t, and she didn‘t know why.


“I guess I should go out there.” Esme finally sighed “I‘m keeping the game up.”

“You can wait if you want. We started up some Munhckin. We didn‘t want to go on without you.”

Esme opened her mouth to say something snide, then sighed and slumped once more. “I actually don‘t think I‘d mind a bit of Munchkin.” She muttered “Come on, let‘s go.”

