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Recap

There was once a bunny. An adorable and fluffy and utterly lovely bunny, mind you. This little bunny just so happened to have the most delightful little button nose, if one was prone to notice such things. But she was also a tad unusual for a bunny.
She happened to be blue. Though, in retrospect, one might argue that was the least of this bunny’s particularities.
This bunny was a dungeon bunny, created by a nigh-indestructible dungeon for arcane purposes she could not understand. But even this was not what was unusual about her. There were other bunnies and even other dungeons, though that last fact was something that would come as a bit of a shock to Tisk. No, what made this bunny unusual was her higher-than-average intelligence, though she was still just a simple bunny.
With her strange intellect, she learned all manners of words from the adventurers delving into her dungeon home. Though speech eluded her, she eventually took a name for herself.
She prided herself on being a good bunny. She did all of the things that a bunny should do, such as hop and eat grass. And perhaps more importantly, she did not do all the things a bunny shouldn’t. Tisk followed all the rules, such as ‘don’t exit the bunny cave,’ and ‘don’t harm the blue flowers.’ However, she was also quite curious, as evident by the fact that she had learned any words at all. That is exceptionally unusual for a bunny, normally timid creatures if one was not already aware of that.
Tisk was perhaps the most talented bunny in all of her Dungeon, even understanding magic. Its key was a conceptual understanding tied to a trigger word or phrase. In and of itself, there was nothing magical or unique about the trigger. But it would call to mind the required concepts, along with the visualization of what should happen.
Well, Tisk loved words and thoughts and ideas, and so eventually, she learned magic.
Perhaps it had helped that she had been eating petals that had fallen from those blue flowers. Technically it was not breaking the Dungeon’s rules, as she waited for the petals to fall naturally, and at that point, they were no longer part of the flower. Besides, if it had been against the rules, she would not have been able to eat them. It should not have been possible to break a rule, after all, not for a good bunny.
She ate those petals because, quite bluntly, they were delicious. Far tastier than any of the grass in her cave, not that Tisk disliked grass. She was a good bunny, after all. However, the petals did have the side effect of suffusing her body in magical energies, to the point that even her coloration changed to a wonderful blue hue. Perhaps a color unusual for a bunny, but not one that upset Tisk.
Initially, she had hoped that with magic, she might be able to turn into an adventurer herself or at the very least be able to communicate with the fascinating and marvelous creatures. However, despite its seeming miraculous scope, magic was limited by her own tiny mind, and so she had to content herself with using magic related to what she understood.
And what she understood was hopping and soft fluffiness. Her first two spells, mop and floft respectively, allowed her to begin exploring deeper in her dungeon home by magically hopping through the air and softening her landings.
While training her magic, Tisk ran across a strange event, but one which she could never quite remember. Two adventurers had been there to… Talk to the Dungeon? Tisk had never been able to remember clearly. Afterward, the entire event was fuzzy and soft in her brain. Wherever she tried to think about it too hard, she would get distracted, as if the memory did not wish to be recalled. Or perhaps it was just her little brain that did not want to remember it.
Regardless of why those two adventurers were there in the Dungeon, two others with strange powers stopped them. There was talk about Fate and a Dark Lord, though oddly enough, the peculiar people did not seem too concerned with the Dark Lord one way or another. Instead, they took something important from one of the adventurers and left.
After everyone was gone, Tisk realized the strangers had left behind some of what they had taken. The... Tisk could not remember. But whatever it was, it was something important, and by all rights, ought to have been returned to the one adventure from which it was stolen. However, she had no way of doing so, and the golden strands were evaporating before her eyes. So Tisk did the only thing she could think of. She ate them.
Honestly, Tisk really did not remember the whole incident very well. Occasionally it will come to mind, but it leaves just as quickly. Her thoughts on it all are all foggy and not quite there. But she had already thought about it being hard to remember, hadn’t she.
In the end, Tisk did not know what it all was about, and there were more important things to her personally, such as her growing magical aptitude.
Using said ability, she braved many dangers, including the vile creatures known as snakes. Nothing was more despicable to Tisk than a snake. They were simply awful, even worse than spiders which Tisk was not too fond of either. As she explored, she became more proficient in magic, until eventually, she achieved her goal.
She gained a way to communicate her words: Thearthea, think-hearing, thought-speak. It was something she understood well, as it was the only way she could hear her own words and she spoke to herself constantly. The spell allowed her to share those thoughts with others.
Her fellow bunnies, unfortunately, did not seem to be much for conversation, and the local snakes did not seem to appreciate her request of “please don’t try to eat me.” However, she successfully made contact with a group of adventurers, one she had met before she had given herself a name.
Tisk’s first propper conversation did not quite go as planned. While she wanted to talk and ask them questions, they seemed more concerned with the thought of catching a magical bunny rabbit that could speak into their minds. One of them, the youngest, even lied to her.
That was important. He had lied!
Tisk had heard about lying before, but she had never quite understood the concept. Making words untrue, intentionally so, seemed like it ought to be one of the worst things a person could do.
To be clear, if one did not know it, lying is something very bad. It is not just being wrong; it is purposely saying something wrong so that the words become all twisted up and mean something they should not. Words were important to Tisk, essential even. They were all she really had, and so she took some small amount of offense.
But despite the nasty liar, there were more significant issues with the encounter. The largest was perhaps that Tisk disagreed with the adventurers over the question of if they should try to catch her.
In trying to escape the aggressively friendly adventurers, Tisk ended up falling far deeper into the Dungeon than she had ever been before. There she ended up in a fight with a ferocious sword-tailed deer. She managed to hold it off, for a while at least, by using her floft spell as a soft cushiony shield of sorts. In the fight, a treasure chest was broken open, and she found herself in possession of a magical collar that greatly expanded her reserve of magical energy.
However, she could not dodge and block forever. Tisk changed her strategy and used her Thearthea spell to politely ask the deer to stop. To her immense relief, it did stop attacking her, which was really rather nice of it. In fact, it seemed to stop doing anything, just standing there with a bloody nose and glazed eyes. Ultimately, the sword-tailed deer’s actions were none of Tisk’s business as long as it was not attacking her.
But while recovering from her ordeal, a new rule sprung into existence. The Dungeon spoke into the mind of every creature in the Dungeon. Kill the intruder. It was a confusing order. “Intruder” implied that it came from somewhere… outside the Dungeon. At the Time, Tisk was still under the mistaken impression that the entire world was part of the Dungeon. It did not help that Tisk did not know the difference between an intruder and an adventurer at first, but perhaps it was how the intruder effortlessly sliced through even the strongest of the Dungeon’s defenders.
Tisk thought that the intruder might be defeated when a hulking black-armored form emerged to fight it as a final line of defense. With the appearance of the armor, Tisk had some hope. While everything else had fallen to the intruder, the armor had evenly matched him.
But it only matched the intruder, not surpassed. Despite being injured, Tisk thought she might be able to tip the scales against the intruder by sacrificing herself as a distraction.
But she was too slow. She spent too much time thinking and not enough time acting. Perhaps she was even hesitating because, as much as she wanted to follow the rules, she did not want to die herself. In the end, it all happened so quickly, and her memory of events would be so jumbled, Tisk would never know for sure.
In a feint, the intruder ran away from the armor, choosing not to confront it directly. After destroying, perhaps killing, a golden ball of light that hovered around the core of the dungeon, the intruder then killed the living heart of what was, up until that point, Tisk’s entire world.
The intruder managed to escape, apparently achieving his goals. Her armored ally collapsed with the destruction of the dungeon core just as Tisk felt the weight of all of the Dungeon’s rules collapse.
Unfortunately, Tisk was not alone. In a last desperate act, the Dungeon had woven magic together into a mighty minotaur. The beast came to life too late to save its master, and now with nothing to guide it and give it rules, it looked to be on the rampage.
She could have avoided the monster herself. But Tisk met the adventurers from earlier for the third time. Their timing was horrible as they arrived after all the real action was over, but just in time to face the minotaur’s wrath.
Despite their earlier disagreement about her status as a free bunny, Tisk could not sit there and watch them die. In her attempt to rouse the armored figure which had collapsed with the Dungeon’s death, she discovered that it was entirely empty save for glowing runes and many interlocking metal disks with teeth. Despite this, she tried to connect to it with her mind-speak spell, and to her satisfaction, it worked.
Tisk then asked the armor to help the adventurers, and help them it did. It drained heavily on her magic to power its movements the entire battle, but eventually, victory was theirs. In the introductions that followed, Tisk realized that while the armor might have a mind of sorts, it had no will of its own. It had been created as a vessel for the Dungeon — which was no longer around.
She had the armor introduce itself as Sir Traskalon Ironpaw. Technically it was not a lie, as Tisk had decided, at that moment, to name the dungeon armor precisely that. Unfortunately, it was around that time that the Dungeon began to collapse. They all beat a hasty retreat through a secret tunnel; Tisk balanced precariously inside Sir Ironpaw’s helmet with the spinning metal disks below her.
On the way out, Tisk managed to have her new armored friend grab a pouch of coins she had managed to hide away, and they ran into the youngest member of the adventuring group who was supposed to head back to town to get help.
But then, Tisk did something very bad, something quite horrible.
Tisk broke the first rule, one she knew before she even knew words. She left the cave. She left the Dungeon. Tisk had her reasons, of course; she rarely acted without reason. Obviously, Tisk had not intended to break the rules. But good intentions did not mean good actions.
It did not matter that the Dungeon was dead. It did not matter that she had to do it to survive. It did not matter that had she stood there, the adventurers might have gotten killed waiting for her. It did not even matter that the world was so much larger than she had ever possibly imagined, that the Dungeon was not all of existence, but only a tiny part of it.
Tisk broke a rule.
Good bunnies don’t break rules.




Chapter 1

 Recovery

She was just a simple bunny. Or rather, Tisk had been a simple bunny. Life had been so straightforward back then. All she needed to do was hop around, eat grass, and not get eaten. The dungeon had been The Dungeon back then. She had been happy, if a bit wistful.
But noooo. She just had to learn words and eat flowers. She just had to ask questions. She was not quite sure how everything led from one to another, but in the end, it all fed into her being a delinquent. She just had to break the rules. Now everything she knew was gone, buried under dungeon-knows how many tons of rock. Of course, the dungeon was dead, so there was probably nobody who knew just how much rock there was.
Of course, as much as Tisk wanted to curl up in her burrow and have a nice little panic attack, she had more pressing concerns at the moment. And only one of those was the fact that her burrow no longer existed.
Her magic was more or less done for, and at that moment she was running on pure momentum. The magical suit of armor that she had claimed and dubbed Sir Traskalon Ironpaw was slowly plodding to a stop.
Tisk’s concerns that she might have, just possibly, stolen the suit of armor from the dungeon and inadvertently broken another rule was overshadowed by worry over the dimming magical runes below her precarious perch. If history was any lesson, the suit would eventually collapse as it had back in the dungeon when the core had been destroyed.
It honestly was not a great position to be in. She was injured. She was tired. She was magically exhausted, and Tisk was beginning to realize she knew very little about the world outside of the dungeon.
I must be crazy.
Outside the dungeon…
The very thought was ridiculous, but yet she was forced to admit, the world existed beyond the dungeon.
She had no idea how the adventurers she had saved would respond if the armor collapsed and she hopped out. The situation was even worse because she was not sure if she would be able to establish communication with them, worn out as she was. They would not try to eat her, would they? Surely, she was too cute for that.
Pushing more magical energy into the armor, or at least trying to, she realized that she had run dry a while ago. The sensation was different from pulling mana from her inner pool. Deep in her core, it felt like there was something else providing the energy. It was small and golden and slowly burning away to keep her going. If something did not change, she was sure it, whatever it was, would unravel. She did not think it was a good thing at all.
“Sir Ironpaw? You didn’t get hurt did you,” asked Emily, the human woman with the bow.
Ironpaw? Tisk shook her head trying to focus again. Yes, that was the name she had given the armor when they had been down in the dungeons.
“Nah, just look’t that armor. Doubt anything can ‘urt a knight like him, I’d stake my coin. Saw the way he moved as we ran? He probably be just tired from that heavy armor. Stamina draught?” said Garrett, the skinny human male who talked in a strange clipped dialect that Tisk thought the others said was northern, whatever that meant.
Through the slit in the visor, Tisk could see a wooden flask being offered towards her current mode of transportation. She really hoped that no one noticed that there was a bunny inside the helmet. With the way the visor was designed, she did not think it would be an issue, but on the other paw, she was pretty certain their eyesight was better than hers.
Looking at the flask, Tisk did not know exactly what was being offered. She knew it was one of the many kinds of containers adventurers used to store liquids, and from the name as well as remembering brief snippets of conversation, she had a fairly reasonable guess at what a “stamina draught” would do.
While she had no doubt it would improve her situation somewhat, it would not fix the real problem. Just like one of those “healing potions” that the adventurers were always going on about would be nice, it would do nothing about her utter lack of mana.
Tisk wondered how this was going to play out. The armor was going to collapse in a pile. She thought the helmet might stay on, it had earlier when she had found Sir Ironpaw on the ground. But the adventurers would surely look inside.
They would not kill her. She was reasonably certain about that. If she was fast, she could dart out the armor and run away. They were in the forest... Outside of the dungeon. She could run away and…
Do what?
Tisk had no idea what she was going to do. Even if she had all of her mana, the question of what to do was a mystery. Not so much as in, “What she was going to do in the next moments,” but more on a larger scale of what she was supposed to be doing with her life. For as long as she could think, she had the dungeon rules to guide her. Now she had broken a rule and the dungeon was gone. She had even stolen from the dungeon.
At least she thought she had stolen from the dungeon. It seemed like she was now in possession of a magical suit of armor that had been intended for a different purpose, other than bunny transportation. It was not like her collar. That, at least, had been a fairly won treasure. Or she hoped it was. It would be horrible to be doubly a thief.
The adventures had a word for rule-breakers, she thought. What was it again? Criminal. She was an evil criminal. She knew what good bunnies were supposed to do, hop around in the bunny grove that no longer existed eating grass that was now buried. But what was a bad bunny supposed to do?
Running away from these adventurers was certainly an option. But it would mean abandoning her new magical dungeon armor. She had already stolen it, so she might as well have gotten something from the transgression.
But… The armor was not just a thing, a possession. Tisk was not quite sure what it was, but it clearly understood her. Did that make it a person, or at least some manner of a creature like her?
Great, she was not a thief after all. She was an armornapper. Tisk did not know if that was actually a word, probably not, but it seemed to fit what she was well enough. Running away would mean abandoning the dungeon armor, no Sir Ironpaw. The fact of the matter was that he had helped her when she had asked. Perhaps he had little say in the matter, but that was still the type of thing that one did for their comrade, their friend...
Even if she was a bad bunny, she did not want to be a bad friend. She was not quite certain what it meant to have a friend. At best, Tisk thought she might describe the other bunnies as acquaintances. She was sad, certainly, that they were all dead buried now, if not already sliced apart by the intruder. But she did not feel the utter devastation that she felt one was supposed to feel when one lost a friend.
No, she was saving that devastation more for the general situation she was in.
All she really knew was what she had seen from the adventurers. Friends talked with one another. She had certainly tried talking to the other bunnies, but they had never talked back. Sir Ironpaw did not really talk back much, more he just seemed to echo her own words, but she thought there was some sort of understanding there. There must be for him to follow through on her instructions.
So he was, if not her first friend, her first potential friend. It would be a shame to ruin that right out of the gate.
Then there was the fact of the matter that if she could keep her paws on the magical suit of armor it meant she would have more options in the future. It seemed a bit wrong to taint her more idealistic thoughts with that very practical one, but the fact of the matter was that she could not afford to overlook such things. At that moment, lost as she was, she needed as many options as possible.
She was certain that the adventurers were getting concerned. Sir Ironpaw had been quiet, and Tisk could feel the armor starting to slump. She had to readjust her paws to keep from falling as it tilted, and her view out of the visor became restricted to looking at the ground. It was time to bunny-up and see if she could salvage anything from the situation.
Scrapping the sides and bottom of her mana pool for whatever dregs were left to be found she poured it into the unraveling connection between her and the armor. She felt it strengthen, if only slightly, and tried to ignore the taste of copper as she gave a little bunny cough. Finally, she gave the suit something to say.
“Mana.”
The words seemed to echo in the helmet, and Tisk thought they were quieter when the armor had talked earlier, but every action of the armor was a strain on her. Tisk herself could not think of any satisfactory way out of her current predicament with her tiny bunny brain but was putting her hopes on the fact that the adventurers might.
Even if she did not explain all aspects of the problem to them, she suspected they might come up with a solution as long as they understood the nature of her conundrum. They were adventurers after all, and adventurers were always brilliant.
“What do you mean mana?” asked Emily.
“Ah, mana!” said Frevir the elf before adding under his breath, “A spellblade… That explains much.”
Suddenly she could see a hand reaching out towards Sir Ironpaw. She thought it might have been Frevir’s, but could not be certain. In his palm, two small bluish cubes were resting.
Each one was speckled and semi-transparent. Tisk could see bits of something inside. If she had to guess she would say pieces of leaf or flower petal. Maybe they were bits of grass. That thought immediately made Tisk more intrigued. There were few situations that a bit of grass would not make at least a little bit better.
Apparently, Tisk had taken too long to consider the offering because suddenly she heard Frevir’s voice, confirming her suspicion about
“Ah sorry, you must be used to potions. I know some adventurers prefer them, and they are used almost exclusively in some regions. But, honestly carrying around glass bottles is just asking for something to get broken. These are mana jellies. A bit more expensive, but just as good. Go ahead and try one.”
With great force of will, she gave her request to Sir Ironpaw along with the energy he would need to fulfill it. If this failed, Tisk would need to drop her connection to the armor. At this point she did not even have enough energy left to use her mental communication spell, Thearthea, to talk with the adventurers.
Sir Ironpaw, could you please give me those… mana jellies. Try not to let anyone see me when you do.
There was a slight creaking noise as metal plates shifted and the visor was lifted up slightly. The armor’s other hand took up the two offered cubes and brought them up to its helmet as it bent over further.
Tisk was worried she would fall right out, but she supposed the motion would help prevent the adventurers from seeing that there was a cute little bunny riding along inside Sir Ironpaw. She was still going back and forth over whether they would bring her any harm if they knew her secret, after all, they had not wanted to kill her when they first met. Of course, back then she had not been a criminal.
Best that they did not know she was there for the time being.
The cubes were not large for a human, but compared to her tiny little head they were more than a mouthful. She stretched out her neck, grabbed them with her teeth, and retreated back into the armor, all the while mindful of what would happen if she fell into its depths where the metal disk with teeth spun and ground against one another.
Regaining her perch was not easy, as she now also had to try to hold the jellies in place. Tisk realized that at some point she had broken off one of her claws. She could see it wedged into a seam in the armor where she had braced her feet. She was not entirely certain which toe it was, but she was certain she would figure it out when she was less numb to pain and the discomforts of her body.
However, at the moment, the draw of mana on her empty pool was burning her away from the inside out. Hopefully, the jellies would help.
They smelled sweet and familiar. At the very least Tisk did not think they were poisoned. Besides, that did not seem like the type of trick a good and noble adventurer would pull. She was not certain about that Garret fellow, he had lied after all, but Frevir seemed kind at least. So without any more hesitation, she took a nibble from one of the cubes.
Immediately she felt her body trying to convulse with pain, though she knew that if she let her muscles clench in the way they wished to, she would fall into the armor below.
Normally as her mana pool refilled it was like there was a small stream pouring in water. However, there was now a torrent flooding through that stream bed, eroding its edges and forcing it to become wider.
Tisk had already worn herself raw, magically speaking, and the mana pouring into herself all at once was just too much. She was such a stupid bunny. The cubes had been made for adventurers and they were so much larger than her. Of course, something like an elf would have a larger mana pool.
The cascading energy seemed to be tearing her apart, and for a brief panicked moment, she thought she was about to pop. But then it was over and she was still alive.
She was sore and if she had been in pain earlier, she did not yet know the word to describe how she felt now. She thought she had injured some of her muscles, keeping them in place to avoid plummetting. However, Tisk was alive, and perhaps more importantly, her mana pool had been refilled. If anything she thought it might have grown larger than it once had, forced to grow by the sudden influx.
Looking at the jellies she saw that other than the missing corner of the one, they were still clutched between her forepaws and the armor. At least she would not have any issues with mana for a while. Tisk was certain beyond a shadow of a doubt that it would not be good to rely too heavily on them, but for now, it was nice to have them as a backup.
“Feeling any better?” asked Frevir.
Yes, thank you. That was exactly what I needed.
“Yes, thank you. That was exactly what I needed,” the armor echoed.
Sir Ironpaw stood up straighter, and she could see that everyone else in the group was looking at the suit of armor with a look of relief. They had all seen better days, but at least they were all alive.
“Hey, Mr. Drawil, Sir. While we be patchin ourselves up, think you could heal me? Twisted my ankle as we were running.” Garret the human with the knives asked the dwarf.
“The gift of the ancestors. You should not take them lightly. They are far too valuable.” Drawil paused before continuing. “And you forget yet again. The conclave is not yet done.”
Despite his refusal, Tisk thought the response was a friendly one. At the very least it looked like the dwarf was smiling underneath his busy beard, and while Garret seemed to be pouting the others were all smiling as well.
Tisk could not help herself.
“Why do you talk like that?”
The command went to the armor, and it was acted on with almost no thought. Tisk was finally in a situation where she could get answers to some of the questions that had alluded her. She understood Garret’s form of speech. He left some words out, and shortened others. More frustratingly he sometimes used the wrong ones. Perhaps he was still learning his words, or maybe he was just doing it to save time. She could see an appeal. If Tisk only remembered shortened forms of words, she would be able to fit more into her tiny bunny head.
Of course, he could just be stupid. Or maybe liars just were unable to speak correctly. That would make sense, Tisk thought. If someone was going to lie, to do that to words, then they did not deserve to have words.
But the dwarf, at least she was fairly sure he was a dwarf, was something else entirely. His cadence was strange, and every sentence he spoke seemed to follow some pattern she was unaware of. All the dwarves she had seen talked like that. Tisk had heard some people complaining about it but had never received an explanation.
Drawil paused, in the middle of pulling some metal disk out from his belt where it seemed connected by a chain. Tisk thought she could hear a faint ticking noise coming from it, and the noise reminded her a bit of the moving parts inside the Sir Ironpaw.
“Any fool can spew a stream, Mastery comes from practice. Speech is an art like others. One should take pride in their craft.”
Emily sighed and elaborated, “You must be from the East if you haven’t heard dwarfs speaking before. They are really rigid in their speech and have all sorts of rules about how sentences should be constructed. They look at it as an art form or something.”
“What is most noticeable, and perhaps most aggravating,” Frevir added, “is that their sentences always have seven syllables. At least normally. It can vary by the emotion they want to convey, the time of day, day of the week, the weather, and all sorts of factors that only a dwarf can keep track of. But it means that while they think they are practicing some form of poetry, their sentences end up being confusing messes that everyone else needs to puzzle out.”
“Still don’t get that whole syllable thing,” Garret grumbled with arms crossed.
“Because it is a stupid way to talk,” said Frevir, “Nobody sensible needs to worry about how many sounds are in a word.”
Tisk saw that Drawil looked more exasperated than upset by the criticism, as if this was something he had dealt with a hundred times before. She was about to ask Frevir to elaborate further when it clicked “how many sounds in a word.” She did not know if that was how she would describe the concept, but as she reviewed the dwarf’s sentences, she was impressed.
She did not think she would be able to keep to such rigid requirements on the fly. She had to admit that she tended to ramble. But perhaps she would get better at it if she tried. Drawil had called it practice after all, and she did want to get better at words.
But then again, Drawil seemed to talk less than the others. She wondered if he ever had something he wanted to say but could not think how to fit it into that structure. If speaking like a dwarf meant holding her tongue when she wanted to talk, it seemed like it was probably not for her.
Still, the concept of adopting such a rigid framework was appealing to some part of her. It would almost be like having some rules to follow again.
While Tisk had been mulling this new information over, the group had started walking down the path away from the dungeon. Garret was limping slightly, and the others were all tired, though Drawil had sipped some of that stamina draught.
She was not quite sure where they were going or why. The others did not seem to be questioning their route, and she felt it might seem out of place if she did.
Besides, she still had other things to worry about. Even though her magical energy was refreshed, keeping Sir Ironpaw moving was not necessarily easy. The suit had constantly been draining her. It was like using a muscle she had never known that she had, and regardless of how much energy she had left, Tisk was beginning to feel… Sore? Yes, sore, but in a magical way. She wondered if she would be able to power it the full day tomorrow.
As they walked, somehow she had ended up in the lead along with Drawil. Tisk wanted to ask him questions, but she was not sure what was polite and what would be rude. She also did not know what questions would come off as normal vs weird. The others had obviously come to some sort of conclusion about her, or at least about Sir Ironpaw that she did not fully understand, and they were attributing some “odd” behavior to that. Unfortunately, she did not know how far she could push that.
Drawil, for his part, seemed content to walk in silence. The rest of the group, on the other paw, had fallen a bit behind and were engaged in hushed whispering that Tisk could clearly make out with her hearing.
“Miss Emily, why you say he from the East?” said Garret.
“He didn’t know about under-speech.” Tisk could practically hear Emily shrug her shoulders. “Don’t look at me like that Frevir. You said he was a spellblade right?”
“So it would seem. It is the only way to understand the way he seems to emanate magic with every movement.”
“Right, and spellblades come from the East,” said Emily.
Tisk was at the literal edge of the metal lip supporting her as she focused her ears on their conversation. Anything with magic was automatically fascinating and given that their conversation was about her and magic, it was doubly so.
“What be a spellblade?” asked Garret.
“Don’t feel bad that you don’t know. You don’t see them much around here. They combined magic and physical combat by… Frevir, you explain.”
There was a sigh before the elf picked up Emily’s answer, “Without getting into too much detail, rather than using words for their conceptual triggers, for their spells, they tie them to physical actions. Every twitch of muscle can become a mnemonic activation-”
“Dumb it down for him Frevir.”
“Right, for him. Basically, they use their muscles instead of their words to cast spells. Magic is about a state of mind. Imagine staring at flame every time you twitched your arm or in some cases worked through a certain series of motion. Then when you repeated that motion, you would rememver the flame. Using their magic is physical or martial in nature. Speed and strength enhancement. Sometimes things like setting their weapon ablaze.”
“So they be better than normal mages, stronger? He must be amazin’ if he saved you lot.”
“It is not about better or worse young Garett. They simply take a different approach for a different type of versatility. They do tread a steep road. Being a spellblade requires one to hone their mind and their body and requires exceptional focus.”
Tisk wondered if perhaps Sir Ironpaw was a spellblade. He did not have any muscles, but he did use Tisk’s magic to move. Only that was not quite what Frevir was saying, at least as she understood it. Sir Ironpaw used magic to move. A spellblade would move to use magic… Though sometimes that magic was to help them move?
Tisk sighed. There was so much that she did not know. And it seemed with each thing she was learning, there was even more. Apparently, there was an “East” with a bunch of things that it sounded like she had never seen before.
“So Miss Emily, you think he is from the East because Frevir thinks he be a spellblade and he didn’t know about the funny way Mr. Ironheart speaks?”
“More or less. Besides, look how big he is!”
“Ahh,” Frevir sharply inhaled. “I see what you mean by that — I concede your point. And I suppose he did not correct you, though if he meant to deceive us there could be other reasons behind that.”
“Wait, what him being a giant of a bloke have to do with anything?” Asked Garret.
“Beastkin”, whispered Emily.
“We had best speak a bit more quietly if Miss Emily's suspicion is correct.” Frevir’s hushed voice was the last she heard as their voices grew even softer.
As their voices grew quieter, Tisk was forced to focus her thoughts inward.
She had been fretting about her situation and thinking about how bad it was.
However, her life was now, in some ways, better than ever. Certainly, she was not having nearly as many opportunities to eat grass and burrow and do other bunny things, but she was finally living her dream of interacting with adventurers. Hopefully, there would be time to do those bunny things later.
But even if the chance never presented itself again, which given how much grass was everywhere she looked was doubtful to Tisk, it would not be all bad. She always had to listen to adventurers talking about the many delicious foods they had back in “Town” but had never gotten to try it. She had even heard once that they had rabbit soup.
She knew that she was not quite a rabbit; she was a bunny after all. However, it was very encouraging that adventurers had food just for fluffy creatures like her. She tried to imagine what she would put into a soup for a rabbit, or a bunny. Flowers and grass, of course. Some leaves… But adventurers had so many things that she did not even know existed. Trying to guess the ingredients of the soup would be pointless. The only thing that she knew for sure is that rabbit soup was most likely very delicious.
And while all the delicacies that were out there for her to try were something to look forward to, Tisk could not escape the worry that loomed over her like a shadow.
Out of everything, her primary concern was the fact that she was still alive.
She had broken a rule, after all.
The fact that punishment had not been delivered upon her little bunny head meant one of three distinct possibilities, none of them were particularly appealing.
The first was that perhaps she had not done anything wrong at all and was not in fact deserving of judgment. But facts were facts, and Tisk had broken the rules. It had not even been an accident. She had done so knowingly and willfully. Perhaps she may have pushed the boundaries in the past, but she had never broken the rules. But that was different now. Things were different now. She was a bad bunny. Rule breakers were supposed to be punished.
So a possibility, but one that made very little sense to her.
The second possibility was that people were wrong about the whole concept of justice. Perhaps they had invented the idea along with the word. However, even thinking this was repugnant to Tisk. Just considering that the world could be so chaotic that rewards did not go to the good and punishments go to the wicked was nearly unthinkable. Tisk almost immediately discarded this idea. Her world views had already been shaken up enough recently, thank you very much.
The third, and most likely possibility in her little bunny mind, was that Tisk’s punishment was still coming, and had not arrived yet. Obviously, retribution did not come for evildoers right away, or they would never have a chance to evil do. It seemed like karma must have some time delay component that allowed wicked people to sink to truly vile forms of depravity and villainy. She wondered what the next hop down that road was for her. Perhaps turning her back on grass? Tisk shuddered at the thought. But she had just been thinking that all of the food of adventurers could potentially be a viable alternative.
She would strive to reform her rule-breaking ways. If there was a time delay between crime and punishment, perhaps it was for just that purpose. A short reprieve would allow bad bunnies to right their wrongs.
But could she really fix things here?
However, despite her remorse, she could not say that she was entirely sorry for her actions, or that she would not do the same thing again if somehow offered the opportunity. It was a strange conundrum. She felt bad about breaking the rules. No, bad was not a big enough word. She felt horrible. But she did not feel bad about leaving the dungeon, only that to do so meant breaking the rules. It was clear that punishment WAS coming for her. It was just a matter of when and in which form. Tisk just hoped that if she was vigilant enough that she might be able to mitigate some of the harm.
Her ears perked as she caught part of the conversation behind her yet again.
“Maybe he’s a prince or something?” said Emily.
“Oh! You really think?” asked Garret.
“Yeah, he seems kind of out of touch and aloof, has super nice gear, and won’t show his face. You saw how he turned away when eating Frevir’s mana jellies.”
“Maybe it be some sort of coming of age type quest. Like in the stories!” Exclaimed Garret.
“Please, you are putting ridiculous ideas into his head. Some people just value their privacy,” said Frevir.
However, whatever was said next was covered up by Drawil speaking next to her.
“Ugh. The cloud cover has vanished.”
Tisk looked over at the dwarf; she had been fairly certain that was what he was when she had first seen him, and it was nice that the adventurers had confirmed that. Sometimes it was hard to tell the difference between them and short-hairy humans.
Dwarves could vary a lot in appearance from Tisk’s observations, but there were a few things they tended to have in common. For one thing, there was the aforementioned hair. Dwarves were typically very hairy, far more than other types of adventurers.
Unlike most of the other two legs, they typically had a coat of hair covering their entire bodies, not just their heads, though it was most definitely more concentrated around their head and face. She had once heard it described as a “mane,” though she did not quite know what that meant. For the time being, “mane” simply meant the dwarven hair that ringed their head.
Their faces were generally flat and often crossed with scars or old burns where their fur did not grow. Their skin, where it was visible between all the hair, was paler than any of the other two legs. Then there were their eyes. They seemed far, far too large for their face, at least in proportion to the other adventurer species. Tisk herself found the size to be quite appealing.
With their fur and shorter stature, they were almost bunny-like. It was a shame about those ears, however. While they tended to be large, the shape was all wrong, and they were located on the side of the heads. All the two-legs ears were like that, and Tisk just did not see how they could stand it.
But there was one other thing that every other confirmed dwarf she had seen had in common. They all carried with them two things. One was those palm-sized metal disks that whenever she listened close enough she could hear making rhythmic ticking noises.
And the other thing was that they all seemed to wear some strange leather strap with two dark round crystals attached to it in their hair.  At the moment, Drawil was adjusting that very same strap and pulling it down to cover his eyes.
Looking closely, she realized she could still see his eyes through the crystals, they were just shaded darkly. Seeing her gaze, or more likely Sir Ironpaw leaning over and facing him, the dwarf just smiled.
“My kin live in the Everdark. Your gods have gifted us with light. But it came only recently. So the sun can burn our eyes. Our goggles filter the bright.”
As Tisk counted the syllables she noticed that the first three sentences were one longer than how she thought he had been speaking earlier. It was certainly longer than the last two. She wanted to ask the significance, but there was something about the depth of his words and voice that stayed her question.




Chapter 2 

Town

Tisk spent some time standing on the… ‘Road’ she thought they called it. Really, it just seemed like a dirt path to her, but she was not about to argue with the adventurers about what things were named. If the dungeon had not created the adventurers, then that meant the dungeon probably had not given them their words either. It meant they were even greater authorities than she had previously thought.
Had the adventurers created the dungeon? That was an intriguing possibility. If so, it meant that they could perhaps fix the dungeon somehow, and she would have a home again. That was not to say she was not appreciating being outside. She was finally on an adventure of her own, after all. Or at least she thought she was on an adventure.
Usually, adventurers delved into the dungeon to adventure. She had left the dungeon. But she supposed that they lived out here, presumably. So for her, who normally lived in the dungeon, this would technically be an adventure. At least she hoped so.
The fun of finally living out her dreams somewhat abated the mountain of stress that she feared would crush her like the dungeon. If she found out that technically this was not an adventure, it would diminish even that slight reprieve. But even as Tisk thought that, she began to suspect that she had indeed probably been mistaken. The group of people she was walking with were returning. At best, this was the tail end of an adventure she was experiencing, and even then, she was just sort of tagging along.
Still, perhaps she would get to go on an adventure of her own.
While she enjoyed the aspect of being on an adventure, or rather the prospect of going on one in the future, being homeless did not sit well with Tisk. It seemed probable that most adventurers had a place to return after all the action, though what exactly that would be like for them had been hard to conceive. She knew the word “home” and “house,” but that had always meant giant burrows in her imagination.
Speaking of imagination, she was currently struggling with reality colliding with her fantasies. Adventurers always talked about “Town.” They would rest in Town. They would have wine and ale in Town. Town was where they would sell their loot and pay their taxes, whatever those were. She had dreamt of many different ways Town could look, but what she saw down the road was far from anything she ever might have suspected.
As she watched Town from afar, dozens of words began to click into place for Tisk as she finally began to glimpse their proper context. It did not look like they lived in any type of traditional warren at all! Instead, all the people were going in and out of structures. They were buildings. They reminded her of the small structures that had been inside the dungeon where events had conspired to force her to battle a sword-tailed deer and then earned her magical collar.
Yes, Tisk had earned her adornment, not stolen it from the dungeon. Tisk decided to come down hard on that question, even if her status as a criminal regarding her removal of Sir Ironpaw from the dungeon might still be up for debate. Adventurers earned loot by killing monsters. And while she had not been an adventurer then, she had killed that sword-tailed deer… Well, she had not killed it so much as she used her magic to ask it nicely to stop. But still! She had won her treasure through the hardship. Tisk would have strong words to say to anyone who implied otherwise, and she could now communicate those words.
But that was not important. What was important was Town.
Town was filled with just so many wondrous things. She spotted buildings made of stone. But yet others looked to be made of dead trees of all things. Tisk shook her head. Adventurers would never cease to amaze her with both their ingenuity and their strangeness. They could be so unlike bunnies. People went in and out of the buildings. There were so many people, far more than there had been bunnies in the dungeon. Far more than she could even count.
Tisk thought she saw her new friends. They were talking with a group of people outside one of the buildings, and it seemed like whatever was being said had upset many of them. However, as Tisk watched, the group moved into the building.
They had told her they needed to “report to the Guild.” The way they had said it seemed like it was something that should have been obvious and had not left room for much in the form of questions. However, there had been something off about the exchange. Emily had been shifting from foot to foot, and Frevir was constantly looking off into the trees nearby as if he was afraid a predator might attack. If Tisk did not know any better, she would have said they were nervous.
“Perhaps it is best if you enter the town separately from us.” Emily had said. “Swing around to the main road. No one else knows you are involved in this, and as a way of saying thanks, we can try to keep you out of it. Probably best for you to keep your involvement to a minimum.”
Something had been said about Tisk potentially getting in trouble for jumping the queue and entering the dungeon while another group was still using it. And while the group obviously did not mind given the results, it was something that might upset others. Given what had happened in the end, it might draw no small amount of suspicion towards her.
She wanted to argue that she had — as a matter of fact — been in the dungeon before any of them. If anyone had “jumped queue,” it was most certainly not her. But that would have required an uncomfortable amount of explaining. So while Tisk had not violated this apparent rule, the adventures all thought she had.
Having people think she had broken a rule was not as bad as actually breaking one herself. At least, it seemed so in Tisk’s opinion. However, it was still something she would rather avoid. If Tisk could have her way, she would live her life in such a way that no one could ever misconstrue any of her actions as anything but good. The very thought that Tisk was a bad bunny should have been inconceivable to all.
So Tisk was in the road, and they were in the village, talking with the Guild. Based on the way people had spoken of the Guild and its rules, there had been a time when Tisk had thought it was just another word for “Dungeon.” But that was now obviously not the case. As Tisk watched, part of her wanted to go over and ask the Guild about their rules. Unfortunately, at the moment, she was under instructions to “do your best to stay away from them.” Besides, Tisk supposed they likely did not have any rules for bunnies. They seemed to be primarily for adventurers.
Contemplating staying exactly where she was, Tisk reveled in how much she was learning just by standing in the road. But as she looked around, Tisk realized that no one else was doing the same thing. The dungeon armor was the only figure standing silent sentry outside of Town. Perhaps they had nothing to learn from road observations. Even though she still did not understand the perspective of adventurers, she felt that surely she and Sir Ironpaw must stand out. If no one had taken notice of Sir Ironpaw, surely they would soon.
Standing out... standing out did not seem like the best of ideas to Tisk. What would ensue people discovering her secret, that she was a cute magical bunny, was just too big of an unknown. If she had to guess, she would say that Emily, Frevir, and Drawil would not try to eat her. They would also probably keep Garret from eating her, but there was always the risk that he might try to trick them and get a meal in when they were not looking. IF they would leave her as a free bunny was a completely different question.
But everyone else in Town? They were all completely mysteries. A stranger could just as easily gobble her up as they could give her a friendly pat on the head and engage her in conversation.
Definitely best to blend in for the time being.
Besides, this was a chance for her to actually interact with people outside of her dreams. Tisk would need to be careful about her words unless she wanted everyone to know she was actually a bunny in a suit of armor. Still, ultimately she had questions, and the people here would undoubtedly have answers.
Plus, it might be an opportunity to make even more friends, or at the very least acquaintances. Tisk was not sure exactly how that would happen; after all, she felt that her experiences up until this point might have been atypical. She had known the other bunnies and their personalities reasonably well, even if they knew her very little. However, that had happened naturally. When you hopped around with somebunny and ate grass with them for long enough, you got to know them. And while those bunnies had not been much for conversation, at least they had all shared some common interests.
Perhaps most importantly, she had known them her entire life. It was only natural for some feeling of fondness and closeness to have grown from that. Maybe they had been more than just mere acquaintances and fellow bunnies. Tisk did not know if there was something between “somebunny you know” and “friend,” but they would certainly at least be in that category if there was one.
But they did not listen to her. Not like Sir Ironpaw did. Somehow that made the strange and somewhat intimidating dungeon armor categorically different from Tisk.
Now, what of the adventurers Emily, Frevir, Drawil, and Garret? Were they her friends? Tisk was not fond of Garret, but he did not know that. But even if Garret was a liar, he had been properly respectful to Sir Ironpaw. In fact, the entire group had been friendly with the suit of armor.
Was that how adventurers went about making friends? It seemed like it would be difficult having to fight a desperate battle and run from a collapsing dungeon every time she wanted to befriend someone. She hoped that it could work the way it had with Sir Ironpaw. She had just hopped up to him and struck up a conversation.
Tisk peered through Sir Ironpaw’s visor, looking at Town again and all the people inside. That might work, but she had no idea what actually to say. For all the time she had spent dreaming about talking with people, she had spent very little time thinking about what exactly she would say.
It was simple to imagine chatting with someone about the nuances of words. Swapping perspectives. “What is it like being so tall and having hands?” “Tisk, you're an expert on hopping, right? Tell me more about it.” But how exactly one got to that point in a conversation was beyond her.
Can I just have Sir Ironpaw approach someone and say “hello?”
Her stomach twisted up in knots at the very thought. What if that wasn’t how it was done. She could make a fool of herself, and then no one would take her seriously. Tisk was already going to be fighting an uphill battle, given that she was a bunny and all. Even if her bunnyness was not a deal-breaker, she was likely far too adorable for anyone to take seriously. She did not need a reputation for being uncharismatic on top of that.
If she thought about it too much, she felt ill in a way entirely unrelated to her exhaustion, injuries, or use of magic. How did people ever talk to one another? There were so many things one could possibly say that it seemed impossible to pick just one.
When she had first used Thearthea in the dungeon to talk to the adventurers, Tisk had just been so excited at the prospect of talking to them that she did not fully consider that she had actually been talking to them. The words had all come as an excited stream.
Thinking back to what exactly she said, Tisk could not help begin second-guessing herself. Had that truly been her first impression? Her train of thoughts was getting increasingly uncomfortable as she felt her skin growing warm and herself breathing faster. “She is Tisk.” Was that really how she had introduced herself?
No wonder they had not listened to her and instead wanted to capture her.
Tisk closed her eyes to take a deep breath. The past was the past, and she could not change it. She would just do better. And even if she messed up then, she would do better the next time. It did not mean that the prospect was not intimidating, but it was doable.
Of course, that really was not what she should be focusing on. As much as she wanted to meet new people, there were bigger issues to worry about. For example, she needed to figure out the best way to keep people from figuring out that there was a poor soft, defenseless bunny inside a magical suit of armor. And no matter how much Tisk just wanted to stay where she was and watch all of the people going about their people-business, she knew that she would solve nothing by just standing in the so-called road.
So Tisk ordered her friend Sir Ironpaw to enter Town.
As they made their way past some of the outlying buildings, she felt her little bunny heart racing even faster. Her other friends, or at least potential friends, had not noticed anything off about her. At least, she did not think they did. Somehow they had managed to attribute anything odd to her “being from the East.” However, they also had the distraction of just almost dying, so maybe they were not the best benchmark for her ability to blend in. With each crashing thud of her heart, she thought someone would point at her and yell.
“Look there. There is a bunny in that suit of armor. Bunnies aren’t allowed in Town, even if they are cute and soft. Everyone, get that bunny!”
Yes, Tisk could practically hear their condemnations. She did not actually know if bunnies were barred entry from Town. It certainly was not a rule in the same way it had been a rule for her never to leave the dungeon or to avoid harming her favorite flowers. But just because she was ignorant of it did not mean that there was no rule against it.
If there was a prohibition against bunnies, she felt it would be a bit unfair. However, unfair or not, it would mean that she would need to leave Town. After all, Tisk did not want to break any more rules than she already had, even if they were rules that did not linger in her mind the same way as the dungeon’s rules. A rule was a rule, even if it was not a rule.
Though she had not heard anyone say “bunnies are not allowed” or, even more mundane, “no bunnies in Town,” she still thought it might have been one of those unspoken laws.
Because, for as many people as she saw in Town, she did not see a single bunny. However, some other creatures had four legs like her. Though, they were all far larger than a bunny. There were the massive ones that people seemed to ride. She supposed that was not too far from how she was riding inside Sir Ironpaw. Tisk thought they might be called “horses.” Honestly, they looked too much like the sword-tailed deer for Tisk’s comfort.
Then there were much shorter creatures with tails that enthusiastically waved back and forth. Tisk had no idea what they were. Perhaps she had heard their name before, but she still lacked enough context to place the term to the concept.
There were others as well. No monsters, at least Tisk did not think so, and no bunnies either….
Wait, was Tisk a monster? She did not think so. Bunnies were soft and cuddly, and they did not hurt anyone. Well, maybe she had hurt a few monsters, but monsters were monsters, and bunnies were bunnies. So what if monsters lived in dungeons and bunnies also lived in dungeons?
But if bunnies were monsters, and there were no monsters in Town, then that meant that there should be no bunnies in Town. But Tisk was a bunny, and she was in Town, and only a monster would break the rules. If bunnies were not monsters, then why did she not see any hopping in and out of the buildings, or at the very least burrows dug near the buildings.
Perhaps because the people would eat them if they were there?
Well, that is not a good possibility.
First, the monster question. Tisk could see an argument for why bunnies might be considered monsters. They were not adventures after all. She could also potentially see why she, in particular, was a monster. But she was sort-of-almost an adventurer. Perhaps someday.
Better to think of their characteristics. All the monsters Tisk could think of and the ones she had heard adventures talk about varied widely. She considered that it was even possible some of them were cute and fluffy like her. But they also all attack adventurers in some way.
She did not do that. She would never want to harm an adventurer, and as far as she knew, not a single one of her fellow bunnies had been out for blood. Well… Fatty had been a bit mean sometimes, but that had just been Fatty.
No. Bunnies were not monsters. Tisk would believe that until she was informed otherwise.
But even if she was not a monster, the fear of being called out still persisted. Adventurers killed monsters almost automatically, but they still would occasionally eat bunnies. It was sometimes a burden knowing that in addition to being so incredibly soft and cute, she was apparently delicious.
However, even though she passed by many people with weapons, no one drew their blades, and no one charged at her. She did notice a few people giving Sir Ironpaw second or even third looks, but she hoped they were simply admiring his fine metal shell, and not wondering if there was a bunny inside.
She eventually needed to find the “Golden Flagon,” which was where the group said they could all meet up. But they had expected to be occupied for a while, and so they were meeting for dinner. Only, Tisk knew that dinner was something that happened when things began to get dim. She still found it odd that the adventurers ate at specific times scattered throughout the day. It seemed much more efficient to just munch on grass constantly.
Though as Tisk thought about it, she had not been able to eat anything in quite some time, and she was rather hungry. Well, she had been nibbling on the mana jelly Frevir had given her almost constantly. They were quite delicious. However, she had learned that moderation was important. If she ate them too fast, the influx of mana would be painful. Too slowly, and…
Well, nothing too bad would happen if she ate too slowly. If she stopped eating altogether, she supposed her mana would start draining away again. But why force herself to eat slower than she needed to? Obviously, one did not just try to gobble down their food. Manners were manners after all. But if she had a treat in front of her, it would be rude to Frevir not to eat it.
Still, the cube of mana was small, and as long as she was avoiding pain, she did eat it at a rather sedentary pace. So, hardly a snack. Certainly not a meal. In fact, she was eating it for the express purpose of refilling her mana. Frevir had said it was an alternative to a mana potion. So it was more like she was drinking water. Not even a snack.
So all things concerned, it had been quite some time since she had properly eaten, and it was perfectly reasonable that she was hungry. Perhaps the life of an adventurer was not conducive to grazing. She would need to give this dinner thing a proper try then. But, if she was going to wait until dinner to eat, that meant she had some time to fill before she had anywhere she needed to be.
She instructed Sir Ironpaw to swing his head around so she could get a good look at everything. After the first movement, she had him slow down a bit. Fast sudden turns of the head were not conducive to her continual state of not falling into those turning and grinding metal things beneath her.
From her perch inside, it was difficult to see too much through the visor, but with Sir Ironpaw’s cooperation, she was able to sate the hunger of her mind if not her stomach.
Many of the buildings seemed to lack much in ways of distinguishing identifications. These tended to be smaller wooden structures. But there were also many buildings that had strange... signs hanging in front of them. Yes, she was almost certain that the word was “signs.”
Tisk stopped in front of one of those buildings. She recognized the picture on its sign. It was a depiction of a sword and a shield. Listening to two elves entering, she heard that they called it a “store.”
She had heard of stores before. She just could not remember what they were for.
Most of the buildings she had seen possessed four walls. This one had only three. Or rather, one of the walls was pushed far back so that half the structure was an alcove open to the street. While this design was not unique to this particular store, Tisk noticed that only buildings with signs seemed to share this characteristic.
Personally, Tisk appreciated the style. It allowed her to easily see what was going on in the store, or at least underneath the store’s alcove. It was filled with racks stuffed with weapons. While she had learned the names of many of the implements of violence such as swords and spears, there were even more of them that she was unfamiliar with. For example, one of the elves had just picked up something that was a bit like a bow, but far more compact and mounted on a piece of wood. She overheard one of them say the word “crossbow.” Tisk supposed that name was an apt description.
She watched as the other elf handed over some coins to a human in the store and then they walked out with the crossbow. She continued to stare for a few minutes before it clicked. That was what coins were for! Coins could be exchanged for goods. Tisk practically had Sir Ironpaw whirl around so that she could continue her people watching, and as she watched a few more transactions she realized something else. Coins could be exchanged not only for goods but also for services!
Now she remembered what stores were for. Adventures bought things in them. She had never understood what that had meant, but it made so much sense now.
Her small coin pouch suddenly seemed much more valuable; she could almost feel its weight, even though it was Sir Ironpaw carrying it. Tisk could not help but wonder what exactly she could get in return for the coins. Based on how her new adventurer almost-friends had responded when she had offered them her twenty nines of coins the first time they spoke, it probably would not be much. However, any buying power was better than nothing.
As she wandered Town trying to take in as much as she could, no one seemed to pay too much attention to her. Sir Ironpaw continued to get glances, but they always seemed to be just that. Sir Ironpaw did not even seem to be the only Sir in Town. She had spotted two other adventurers with extensive armored shells, and they seemed to garner the same glances. As far as anyone was concerned Tisk did not exist, and her friend was just another adventurer.
The revelation was a relief and a great balm for her poor racing bunny heart. It meant that she could relax for a bit. Well, she could not take it too easy. If she relaxed completely she would fall deep into Sir Ironpaw’s body.
Spying a log on its side near the road, but out of the way from most of Town’s traffic, she instructed Sir Ironpaw to sit down.
Tisk did not know if Sir Ironpaw was capable of getting tired, but she suspected that as long as she continued to supply him with mana, he would be able to stand there indefinitely. Tisk, however, was not quite as strong.
Even though the mana jellies were keeping her magical energy up, her body was exhausted. As she felt she had made perfectly clear, it was not easy holding herself up in Sir Ironpaw’s helmet and even harder trying to position herself so that she could see outside.
She needed a break, and more importantly, she needed some time to think.
After Sir Ironpaw was sitting down, she looked around to make sure no one was looking. The log was positioned between two buildings that sheltered her from either side. Satisfied that she had a bit of privacy, she had the animated armor lean over and open its visor.
Tisk hopped out to the ground below, satisfied to get a chance to stretch her legs a bit. However, the first order of business was to hide herself from prying eyes, so she made her way behind the log. Who knows what would happen if someone saw a magical blue bunny hopping about.
The grass here was sparse and scraggly. It seemed like the dirt was all packed down too tightly for it to easily take root. However, between the buildings, the log, and Sir Ironpaw, she felt sufficiently protected from being spotted. And while part of her was disappointed at the lack of good-looking grass to eat, she reminded herself that she needed to save her appetite for dinner.
Tisk spit the mana jelly she had been holding in her mouth onto the ground, and then stared at it for a moment. She thought she had two of the things. For a moment she was worried that she might have dropped the other before she realized the truth. While wandering Town she had finished off the first one.
Well, that was fair enough. Sir Ironpaw did consume a large amount of her mana. It was not as if she had eaten the thing for its exquisite taste, though it was quite good.
She would need to see if she could get more. Perhaps they were something she could acquire in exchange for coins. They were quite delicious- That was, they were quite good for maintaining her mana. It was not about the taste. Not at all.
Stretching out her body to its full length, Tisk nearly winced at the various pains and discomforts in her body. What she really needed was a good night's rest in a burrow. Of course, she was beginning to suspect that Town did not have any burrows. It meant she would need to either dig one herself or make do. Unfortunately, she did not think she had the energy to start tunneling.
Instead, she began to lick her paw where her claw had broken. Some of the adrenaline and excitement had begun to wear off and she had become aware of just how much it hurt. In retrospect, she regretted not asking her adventurer friends if they had the means to heal injuries. Of course, that might have required showing her injuries to them.
Tisk was still terribly excited, but now that excitement was beginning to war with other terrible emotions. The reality of her situation was beginning to weigh a bit more heavily on her, and she could no longer push it aside as quickly as she had been doing.
Her home, her world, was destroyed - buried under a literal mountain. There was a good chance she could never go back. She had witnessed all of the other bunnies dying as they tried in vain to stop the intruder. There was no more dungeon to make more bunnies. She might very well be the last of her kind, the last bunny. That at least would explain the nearly criminal lack of bunnies in Town.
However, that was not what was really troubling her. Certainly, it was troublesome and brought her no amount of discomfort to think about. But darker thoughts weighed on her mind.
Tisk was worried that she might, just might... be… a bad bunny.
It had first occurred while they had been walking to Town, obviously, but with everything going on, she had sort of forgotten about it. Now the thought came back.
She was a bad bunny.
The very concept seemed ludicrous at first glance. After all, how could a bunny as delightful as she be anything but the very definition of good. However, she could not help but recall her thoughts from when they had been in the forest.
If one looked at events from a certain angle, the facts did seem to paint an unpleasant picture.
Tisk went over again the list she had made. She was a thief. She was a rule breaker. She was a murderer, and if one was particularly unforgiving with their interpretation of her interaction with the adventurers, she was a liar.
No, not that last one. The list of her sins may be long and grave, but nothing she had instructed Sir Ironpaw to say had been untrue. Tisk had been very careful with her words. If the adventurers failed to realize that Sir Ironpaw was actually a magical suit of armor with a bunny riding inside, that was simply their failure of imagination. Concluding that he was from the “East” was their mistake. Nothing she had said should have given that impression.
But she was definitely a thief. She had stolen Sir Ironpaw from the dungeon. Yes, the dungeon had already been dead at that point, but how did that give Tisk the right to steal away Sir Ironpaw. But then she remembered, she had already figured this out again. What was it again? Yes, this what she had once heard an adventurer refer to as “kidnapping?” So, maybe she was not a thief after all but a kidnapper. Even though he was a bit strange, Tisk thought Sir Ironpaw might be a type of person. At the very least he could do all the things she could not.
So a kidnapper, not a thief, though she did not know which was worse. Oh, if she was going, to be honest, a thief as well. Her magical collar that allowed her to store mana was stolen goods. Certainly, she had wanted to think differently, but it was true. Sure, it had not seemed that way at the time. It had been a matter of survival, and it had felt like she had earned it. But treasure was for adventurers, and even if she stretched the definition and put herself in that category now, at the time, she had just been a bunny.
There was no arguing rule breaker. Tisk had left the dungeon, and that rule had always been very clear, no exceptions. Honestly, she was still shocked that it had even been possible. Breaking a rule should not have been something that could happen. Tisk felt, at the very least, she should have exploded or something when she did it. The fact that she had a good reason to leave the dungeon did not matter. Rules were rules, and being crushed alive by a collapsing cave would have been a small price to pay for following the rules. At least it should have been if she was not a rule breaker.
The fact that an entire mountain would have crushed Sir Ironpaw, and her adventurer friends might have stopped to wait for her and also gotten hurt were things to consider. But in the end, it did not change the cold hard fact.
Ironically, it was the title “murderer” that had her least concerned. She knew that even if it was the adventurers and Sir Ironpaw that had actually killed the monster, the magical armor was only involved in the battle because of her. She bore the culpability for that death. And while she had tangled with monsters before, that minotaur had been the first one she had killed.
However, she did not regret her actions, at least that one, and would not go back and change her actions. They had saved her new maybe-friends, and somehow she knew that had to be a good thing. Even though bunnies were not supposed to be murderers, if anything they were supposed to be on the receiving end, getting eaten by predators and all, there was a certain straightforwardness to it. Combat was honest.
Rule-breaking, stealing, kidnapping. Those all left a bitter taste in her mouth. Murder? She could at least get used to that.
Tisk huffed. She did not want to be a bad bunny. 
Suddenly, she was broken from her thoughts of self-recrimination by the sound of light footsteps padding their way towards her quickly. Someone was running her way.
She peeked around the edge of the log to see who or what was coming; she would rather not fight another monster at that moment. Luckily for Tisk, it did not seem to be a monster. Unfortunately, they were not just running past and Tisk did not have the time to climb back into Sir Ironpaw. It looked like the person was coming directly towards their resting place.
The person was strange. They were short, like a dwarf. Only they were not nearly as hairy. Likewise, they did not have the... the goggles that most of the other dwarfs seemed to wear. The person’s features looked human, at least other than their size. Of course, a juvenile adventurer! If Tisk had a hand, she would have smacked her forehead.
The young boy nearly skidded to a stop with an excited look on his face as he eagerly asked, “Are you another knight?”
Tisk thought for a moment. Knight was just another word for Sir. Even though she was not inside Sir Ironpaw, her connection was still active. She did not think the mana transfer was quite as efficient while she was outside, at least Sir Ironpaw seemed hungrier for her energy than when she had been riding along. The important thing, however, was that she could still have the armor respond.
Yes, I am.
“Yes, I am,” Sir Ironpaw parroted.
From her hiding spot, Tisk could see the boy practically jumping down in delight. “The other knights in town always seem too busy to talk. Thank you so much. Have you slain a lot of big scary monsters?”
Tisk thought about it for a moment, and Sir Ironpaw was able to honestly answer, “Well, I recently killed a big one, yes.”
The boy continued to bombard her with questions about the monster and the battle. Sometimes one would come before she had even had a chance to answer the last one. Tisk did her best to answer while keeping the responses vague. She honestly did not mind the interrogation. At the very least it was good practice for converting with people. However, she remembered what her adventurer friends had said about it being best to hide her involvement with the collapse of the dungeon.
When it seemed like the boy had calmed down somewhat, Tisk thought back to her earlier worries. Without the dungeon and its rules, she was not even sure exactly how to go about being a good bunny, if that was still even possible. Perhaps she could turn the interrogation around.
“Tell me, are you a good boy?” Sir Ironpaw asked.
The child blinked, perhaps surprised that a question had been asked of him for a change. For an instant, Tisk was worried that she had given Sir Ironpaw the wrong words and that the child was now onto her.
“Everyone, there is a magical bunny over here! I think it might be a bad one.”
Luckily those words only existed in her imagination. Instead, the boy smiled and nodded. “I always do everything my Ma and Pa tell me to do.”
Tisk nearly hopped back. Ma and Pa - another way to say mother and father perhaps. His parents seemed to have the power to give commands. She had not expected to discover another source of rules so easily. Up until this point, her only possibility was the Guild, and that was off-limits to her apparently. Did all parents have such abilities, or was it just his? Tisk nearly honked in frustration. There were so many avenues to pursue, but she could only ask one question at a time.
She settled on one that was closer to her current predicament.
“Tell me boy, have you ever broken one of the rules?”
Instead of answering right away, the boy looked down at the ground and kicked a foot into the dirt. No, Tisk realized, he was looking at his hands. They were covered in some sort of red substance. Its consistency reminded her a bit of the mana jellies. She noticed that there were smears of it on the boy’s face around his mouth as well.
“Maybe I don’t always follow the rules... Don’t tell ma that I ate her pie, will you?”
Even more questions. He had said that he listened to his mother and father. But now he was saying he did not always follow the rules. While Tisk could not hold rule breaking against him, lest she be a hypocrite, it seemed like the boy might have been a liar as well. She did not like the idea of lying. She did not think she liked liars.
Words meant things. Making words mean wrong things was just wrong.
“Yet, you say you are still a good boy?” With a start, Tisk realized some of her emotions had spilled over the link to Sir Ironpaw. There had been an edge to the question.
The boy seemed to shrink into himself as he replied, “Well… I try… Most of the time.” He paused a moment as if trying to think of an excuse. “I follow all the really important rules. And Pa always says, ‘it's more important to follow the spirit of the law than the letter of the law.’”
Tisk nearly honked in indignation. There was no way that could be right. If the letter of the law was wrong, then the letter of the law would be different! The spirit and letter of the law were the exact same thing. Words were words, and words had meaning.
Still, this child seemed to earnestly believe that he was no evildoer. It did not seem like he sought out to deceive her when he had said he was a “good boy.” But perhaps he was such a pervasive liar he had deceived even himself. Tisk felt that it had to be an inevitability. If a liar repeated a lie enough, the words would certainly become stuck in their head.
Tisk could not help but feel deep sympathy for this pitiful boy. She knew that as a rule-breaker and habitual liar, he deserved none of her compassion but only her scorn, but Tisk understood the treacherous road he followed. It seemed like he did honestly want to do good, but had just been lead astray at some point.
She decided, however, to focus on the bead of hope in his words. The idea that she could have broken a rule, but not necessarily be a ‘rule breaker’ was appealing. It was also appalling. If breaking the rules did not make one a bad bunny, she was not sure what would. It was unclear if the boy was correct, a liar, or just self-deluded.
Obviously, adventurers were smarter and more clever than she was. They were infinitely wiser with so many more words. However, she did not know how a juvenile adventurer compared to her. It was possible that his words should be a source of hope. However, if he was just ignorant and still poorly educated, or even worse a liar, the words meant nothing. No, they would be worse than nothing.
Then there was the matter of parents. She vaguely knew where little bunnies came from. Even without everything she had learned, it was part of that instinctive knowledge the dungeon had created her with. However, most of the time, bunnies came not from any biological process that she could fathom but from the dungeon itself. Whenever the population fell too low, the dungeon would just weave them out of nothingness. Or perhaps it was not nothingness but instead magic. Tisk supposed it could even be some other category of substance she knew nothing about. The entire process had always been one that she had lacked the tools to properly document.
For herself, Tisk did not remember having a parent. Maybe the dungeon was her parent. It would make sense with what the boy said since the dungeon had given her rules. However, from what she had overheard in the dungeon, Tisk was vaguely aware that the way adventurers interacted with their young was distinctly different from how bunnies behaved with their kits. And if the dungeon was her parent, then it was different by yet another magnitude.
Still, even if the dungeon had been her parent, it was dead now. Perhaps somehow, that fact was her seemingly absent punishment for breaking a rule. Of course, she realized that technically the core was destroyed by that intruder before she had broken the rule about leaving the dungeon. However, Tisk did not see why the order of events had to follow punishment after transgression. Something like justice seemed too important to care about such trivial things as the order of events. Honestly, any other possibility brought up too many uncomfortable thoughts to consider.
Rules were righteous and just and proper. They were, by definition, good. Even had Tisk not known that from birth, it was evident in everything she had learned since then. Words were self-evident paragons of all that was good in the world. Words made up language. But the other half of language was the rules that governed the use of words and how they worked together.
There was no way in Tisk’s mind that something so important and so closely tied to words could be anything but good. Words had meanings and definitions. And she could pin concepts down with words. Tisk felt that the word “rule” was not defined using the word “good” but rather, it was the other way around.
So bad things must come about as the result of violations of the rules. Wrongful actions could hardly do good. Tisk had broken a rule, and a bad start must have a bad end. That meant, in the great balance of things, there must be something countering the apparent goodness of her and the adventurers’ survival.
Tisk had considered that the balance was coming — that it was simply somehow delayed. Now another possibility occurred to her. It was so much more straightforward. Just had already delivered its punishment upon her little bunny head. She had broken a rule, and because of that, the dungeon and all the other bunnies were dead. The order of events did not matter. Nothing else would make sense.
Tisk peered around the log again at the boy. She still was not an expert at reading human body language. Was he afraid? That would make sense. Fear and shame would be the natural response if he knew about rules and the consequences for breaking them.
There were still questions, of course. Did someone need to punish this boy? Had he already been punished? Did that come before or after his crime? Was the destruction of parents the standard punishment?
Her home was destroyed. She thought that these people all lived in the buildings that filled Town. She did not know if the armor could destroy one, but she had seen adventurers setting wood on fire before. Fire would probably solve the problem.
Was it her job to punish the boy? It seemed like it should be a good thing, enacting justice. She tried to imagine herself doing to the boy what had been done to her.
No.
Something did not sit right with that. Trying to imagine it was unsettling. Even if Tisk was supposed to enforce the consequences, she did not want to destroy the boy’s life. If she were already a bad bunny, doing one more wrong thing and letting the boy go would not make that much of a difference, would it?
Of course, that was not a reasonable justification either. One wrong did not make another permissible. Actions were right or wrong. But still, Tisk did not want to punish the boy.
Sure he had broken a rule, but perhaps there was an alternative. Maybe this child could become a good boy if someone explained to him the error of his ways. If that was possible, perhaps she could still be redeemed and become a good bunny. Perhaps once a bad bunny did not mean always a bad bunny.
She supposed this could be a helpful experiment. She would not slay the boy’s parents and burn his home down. If justice demanded it, somehow it would happen. Sometime later, she would have to find him. If he still had a home and parents, it meant he had turned to the path of good. If, despite her inaction, he had become an orphan, it would tell her that there was no hope for her.
But for now, she could hope — hope for the boy and herself.
“You should not eat pies when you are not supposed to. You should also try to follow all the rules, even the ones you don’t think are important…” And then, after some reflection on the boy’s earlier questions, she added, “Knights follow the rules to the letter, you understand. If you want to be one, you need to make sure to try hard to be a good boy.”
Tisk was not entirely sure if she was correct about knights following the rules. However, she would do everything she could to make sure that Sir Ironpaw did not walk down the same dark path of delinquency she had begun to hop along. Surely there was at least one other knight in the world who followed the rule. That would make it so that knights plural followed the rules. So even if there were exceptions, she felt comfortable conveying her opinion to the boy.
Tisk thought he probably had it easy. He still had a source of rules in the form of his parents, after all. Assuming, of course, that they did not soon end up dead.
After he nodded his head and insisted, “Yes sir, I’ll be good and do everything Ma and Pa tell me,” the boy ran off.
That exchange had been more exhausting than she would have expected, and that was ignoring the magical expenditure. Tisk wanted to lay in the sunlight and absorb its warmth. In a way, it was more pleasant than the bunny cave. Though, despite all of the people about, it still felt lonely.
Unfortunately, it was probably only a matter of time until someone else approached her. The next person might be more observant and notice the cute little bunny rabbit. So, as much as she wanted to continue her break, Tisk sent a command to Sir Ironpaw.
Scoop me back up into your helmet. Make sure no one else sees.




Chapter 3

The Clockmaker

After getting up, Sir Ironpaw continued their stroll through the Town. For as much as Tisk had already seen, there was still so much to take in. Perhaps too much if she was going to be honest, but Tisk would do her best to see it all.
Tisk was still not quite certain how a building ought to look, but it seemed to her that it certainly was not like many of the buildings in Town. Her knowledge of construction was woefully lacking, but she did have a brain even if it was a tiny little bunny brain.
Many of the buildings had those... things on top. Roofs they might have been called. Fascinating things. Sensible as well. Without solid stone above, one needed to have something. But there were buildings lacking roofs. Or their roofs were only partially there. Some buildings were even less, only having two or even one wall. It did not take a bunny to tell that they were incomplete.
As she watched a man crossed the street carrying a long piece of wood over his shoulder. He propped it against a wall that Tisk could only assume was incomplete. If it was not, she had no clue as to what its purpose could currently be.
She wanted to stare and watch to see how the buildings grew into their completed forms. Obviously, the people were not digging them, though she did see some people digging. For the most part, the act of creating a building seemed to be more of an additive process than a subtractive process like making a burrow was. Of course, that was not to say that she did not ever add anything to a burrow. Once the dirt was out of the way, she had to bring in all sorts of grass and other things... Mostly grass though.
Tisk wanted to stare. But she had been doing a lot of that since arriving at Town. Honestly, she had been doing it her entire life, but back in her dungeon, she had not felt so self-conscious about it. She was starting to realize staring did not seem to be something that was done much. Not polite apparently, and Tisk wanted to be a polite bunny. So she did her best not to watch the man fixing the wood to other wood with a strange tool. Tisk had Sir Ironpaw look away.
But she really wanted to know how they got those roofs up there.
However, finally, she saw something for which she could not help but stare. It was the largest of the incomplete structures in town, and even in its obviously unfinished state, it was still larger than any other building in town.
But large was not the adjective that she would use to describe it. The dungeon had been large, though now of course she knew that it was small compared to everything that was. No, the sky was large. Yes, she could properly call that strange blue thing that stretched as far as she could see large. Nothing else was properly deserving of that adjective, which was a bit of a shame. Up until recently, it had been a perfectly serviceable word to help distinguish small things from — well obviously not large things — perhaps slightly less small things.
She wondered how many of her other words she would suddenly realize were now inadequate or in some way no longer functioned in the satisfactory way they had once served. Tisk sighed. There was nothing to do but expand her vocabulary to fill the gaps. If the word large suddenly felt far too small, then surely she would find in this great big world plenty of new words that would suffice.
That was all to say, she would not call the building large, even though it was — at least compared to the rest of the buildings in town. She might call it grand, only she had a feeling that if she used that word here, at some point in the future she would be disappointed to find that there were things so much more worthy of the word. Grandesque, perhaps? No, that was not a word, and Tisk did not feel like making it one.
Intricate would serve well enough, or perhaps intriguing. The not quite large, but definitely larger building was intriguing in a way that the others, even with their interesting roofs were not.
The building was a stone structure, tall for a structure, or at least from what Tisk had seen of them. And the thing was swarming with dwarves. They climbed up its sides and crawled along its roof with tools and materials in hand. All of them were wearing goggles for their eyes, and she noticed them frequently pulling out those small circles of metal dwarves always had, looking at them for a moment, and then tucking them back away.
However, what really captivated her attention was the large metal circle with teeth they were hoisting up to the top of the structure. They had lifted it out of a wooden crate where it had been packed in with some type of dried grass. It looked awfully like all the metal circles inside the depths of Sir Ironpaw, and Tisk found herself watching in hopes of understanding what it was.
Unfortunately, she must have been staring too long and finally intruded into the realm of rudeness, because a dwarf came up to her and asked her a question.
“First time seeing a Conclave? Feel free to ask some questions. Wonder is a great virtue.”
Tisk noticed that the dwarf spoke in the same pattern as Drawil and took a moment to count the syllables just to be sure. It was a relief that he did not seem upset that she had been staring, even though she was sure he had every right to be. However, Tisk was afraid of asking the wrong questions, questions that might give away her secret. With the boy, she felt her questions had been safely in the personal realm. However, asking for more general information could certainly be dangerous. It was why she had been trying to avoid talking with others until she had been able to learn more. Even after the successful conversation with the boy, she could only imagine someone catching on and shouting, “That’s something a bunny would ask,” and then having to flee for her life.
However, this dwarf was inviting questions and did not seem to be put off by her curiosity. In fact, he even said it was a virtue. Tisk had always felt that her curiosity was an admirable trait, and it felt rewarding to have this verified by a third party. The conversation had started, and as rude as her staring might have been it would be ruder to walk away without saying anything. So, Tisk took a risk to try and learn something.
Sir Ironpaw, if you could convey my thoughts to the dwarf, I would greatly appreciate it.
Her closest friend spoke for her, “No. I can honestly say that I’ve never seen one before. What exactly is it and what is it for?”
“We appreciate friendship. People here are welcoming. But non-dwarves are never dwarfs. There is only silence there. We must be around our own. The Conclave resembles home. Here us hard folk can commune. We share and we recenter.”
Seven, seven, seven again. Frevir had said that it was not always seven. She wondered if she would notice when it was not. Unfortunately, in counting the sounds, she had almost lost track of the words themselves, and that would have simply been the worst thing she could have done. Mentally she played his speech back in her head.
Tisk was not sure she entirely understood, but it sounded a bit like a bunny warren. She thought she could emphasize. All of these people were great, but they were not bunnies. Eventually, she might want to spend some time with others of her kind doing bunny things, even if just for a short time… Of course, they were all dead now. Even if any bunnies had survived the intruder’s assault on the dungeon, they would have been crushed under the massive weight of the mountain.
She had been trying to avoid thinking about it. She really was. However, Tisk had never realized how hard it was to not think about something. Apparently, she was rather bad at it. Was there a chance that other bunnies escaped or was she the last of her kind? Suddenly she desperately wanted to curl up in a warm pile of grass deep in a bunny tunnel. Tisk could still dig out new tunnels, but was a warren really a warren if it housed only one bunny? Tisk did not think so. She thought she might understand the dwarf’s answer better than she had at first.
There was nothing she could do about her loss at the moment. There was probably nothing that she would ever be able to do about it. If the dungeon and all of its bunnies were gone, there was no fixing the past. She could only push forward.
“What...” Sir Ironpaw paused as Tisk had to collect her thoughts, “is the big metal thing you are lifting up?”
The dwarf laughed. At first, Tisk thought she had asked something stupid, but he had a smile on his face.
“That is the first of the gear. Gears turn with one another. Together they do great things. They are greater than their parts. Gears and dwarves are the same thing. Gears are key to our magic. Have you seen dwarven watches? The conclave will do the same.”
As he spoke, he pulled out a small disk of metal on a chain and flicked open the lid. Inside she could see small little arms turning about the center. The thinnest one ticked along rapidly, each time with a sound from the device. As it completed a revolution, another arm progressed. Tisk had Sir Ironpaw lean over so she could get a better look. The noise from this “watch” was ever so similar to Sir Ironpaw’s own internal sounds.
The ticking of the watch was captivating, and Tisk felt that she could gaze at it all day. Even her earlier depression had vanished before this wonder. She had always thought dwarves were just constantly looking at medallions or mirrors or some other such oddity and had never been close enough to really get a good look before.
“I’ve seen dwarfs with watches before. I had no idea what they were though. What are they for?”
The dwarf laughed again, and again Tisk thought it was good-natured but still had a hard time judging such things.
“Every dwarf always has one. I am no dwarf without one. It’s for many purposes. This watch is my heart and soul. I need a ferry should I die. This will vouchsafe my passage. I can use all our magic. I can call the ancestors. But it serves a higher goal. It connects me to my home. It tells me time with its hands. The sun is different here. But this watch bridges distance. I know the time back at home. I know when my family eats. I know when my kin rises. All dwarves are one by time’s grace.”
Tisk was less sure she understood that. In particular, she was not sure if he spoke of magic in some metaphorical sense, or if the watch actually gave him some sort of power. If the latter, it seemed like a much easier path to magic than the one that she had gone down. Of course, she did not regret the work she had put in. It had given her a better understanding of words after all. Still, she could not help but feel that it seemed more than a little bit like cheating if it indeed gave him magic.
She continued to stare at the watch, and her fascination must have been evident, even to someone who could not see her cute little bunny face, as the dwarf chuckled to himself and pointed off in the distance.
“You can find more timepieces. A human-friend has a shop. He is a fine clock-maker. He can show you how they work.”
Tisk had Sir Ironpaw straighten up so she could look to where he was pointing. It was hard to tell from the distance, but she thought it was another store. The thought that she could trade some of her coins for a watch practically had her hopping around inside of the armored helmet, but she felt it was best to give a polite goodbye. 
“Thank you very much for your explanation. I think I will check out the clock-maker then. I would love to see inside one.”
“No need for your gratitude. It is my job and duty. We owe much to human-friends. And others by extension. I am tasked with answering. Just share our thanks to your gods.”
Tisk had Sir Ironpaw nod his head and give a wave. She was not sure what that bit about gods was. People had talked about the gods while she had been in the dungeon, but she had never been clear about what they were. She certainly did not think she had ever met one such that she could convey thanks to it. For a time she had thought they were people. Important people, but servants of the dungeon. It was still a possibility, but mostly whenever anyone talked about gods, Tisk had trouble understanding.
That however was an entirely different question that she could find the answer to later. For now, she wanted to see how watches worked and find out what a clock was.
It was simple enough to give a polite goodbye as the dwarf waved Sir Ironpaw off. She knew enough about social interaction to get through that. It was made easier since she had been able to genuinely instruct Sir Ironpaw to say “I hope to meet with you again.” The dwarf had been nice and helpful, so Tisk felt a little bit ashamed that she had never introduced herself or gotten his name. Still, she would try to go back and talk with him more when she had the chance. Assuming, that was, that she would be able to pick him out from all of the other dwarves.
Likewise, it was not too hard to walk up to the store. Unlike many shops, the clockmaker’s had glass windows that allowed her to see inside.
It was less easy to go through the door.
For one thing, there were all the wonders that were on display in the windows. Dozens of metal and wooden clocks, or at least she assumed they were the clocks. It would be strange if a clockmaker was trying to sell something else.
The clocks were all like larger versions of the watch, and they all ticked away. They were not all in sync, and even from outside, there was a cacophony of clicking leaking through the windows. Tisk wondered what it would be like if they could all be made to tick together. It seemed like that is what they should be doing.
Of course, the clocks in the windows were just part of what prevented Tisk from entering. She had never been in a store before. In a day filled with so many firsts, this would just be one other.
I left the dungeon for Dungeon’s sake. What is a store compared to that?
Still, she could not help but feel a little bit intimidated.
Aware that it might be more than a little bit strange for an armored figure to be standing outside of a clockmaker’s store and staring through the window, she had Sir Ironpaw quickly turn around and walk away. They made three more approaches, each time retreating.
This is ridiculous, it's just a store.
Of course, she did not know if a clockmaker really was JUST a store. Maybe it was more important than other stores. And if bunnies were not allowed in Town, then certainly they were not allowed in stores. Tisk did not see many people going in and out of the clockmaker’s but no one seemed to have a problem about going into and out of the other stores. Maybe that meant that there was something special about this one. But the dwarf had said —
Finally, she gave the order to her closest friends.
Enter the store.
And then they were inside. Nothing special happened, not that she had really been expecting anything. A little bell had jingled above the door. That had startled Tisk a little, causing her to almost lose her footing inside Sir Ironpaw’s helmet. However, the armor did not seem to mind and just kept walking in.
Based on the lack of reaction to the bell she supposed it was not any sort of bunny alarm.
Now Tisk was surrounded by the ticking and clicking clocks. She was glad that they were not predators and did not care about eating bunnies, or she would be a lot more nervous. Tisk shifted her eyes around.
She thought that they were not predators. Despite seeing all of the clocks she still did not quite understand what they were. She would not have thought they were alive; they did not smell alive. However, they were moving and were making noise.
Sir Ironpaw was alive, even if he was a suit of armor. At least, that was Tisk’s humble opinion. He was also filled with many of those gear things, only his were inscribed with faintly glowing runes. By extension, she wondered if that meant the clocks were alive.
They did not have any arms or legs or faces. Though… If she looked at it just the right way. She could see how it had a face. The dwarf had also referred to those stick things as hands. She herself had thought of them as little arms. Some of the clocks also had parts swinging around beneath them, legs perhaps.
Still none of them reacted to her presence. They could be very sedentary. Perhaps they were like Sir Ironpaw then. They may have lacked words and thoughts of their own.
[Thearthea]
And Tisk nearly recoiled. The magic snarled and coiled, the power tangling itself in threads. Quickly Tisk allowed it to dissipate, the feeling vastly unpleasant. She had felt her spell reach out and touch… nothing. There had been no mind, nor anything like a mind, to receive her thoughts, and the magic had simply floundered.
Is that what would happen if I tried using my spell on a rock or a tree?
The question would be an easy enough one to test after she left the shop. However, for now, she felt like she had answered her question regarding the animacy of the clocks. They were clearly categorically different from Sir Ironpaw.
It made her feel a bit of pride for her friend. Even in such a wondrous place as a clockmaker’s store, none of the fantastic creations of the adventurers matched Sir Ironpaw.
“Ahh, a customer, and a big one at that. Welcome.”
Tisk turned and saw a man coming from a back room. He was an older human and wore a pair of glasses. She had seen some adventurers, usually mages, wearing them. She was still unsure as to their purpose but wondered if they were anything like the dwarven goggles. They did not seem to darken the man’s eyes so much as they made them larger. It was an oddity that Tisk would need to think on later.
“Hello. A dwarf told me to come here to learn about gears and clocks.”
The man beamed, and Tisk immediately wished she could smile back. Perhaps one day she would learn to do so using magic, but for the time being, she would just need to make sure Sir Ironpaw did an adequate job of conveying her emotions.
She had begun to realize that her link with the armor was more nuanced than she might have initially suspected. The same word could have different meanings based on how it was said. The word “there” said with fright and terror was very different when shouted with excitement.
But it was not just a function of voice. Even in her own head, her words would be tinted with emotion that gave them deeper context. Those feelings were part of the word, and Thearthea seemed capable of conveying that aspect of them. In the end, it all simply meant that Sir Ironpaw would be able to understand how she felt and add that to the inflection of his words.
So in that way, at least, she could convey some of the excitement she felt.
Ask him if he is the clockmaker and can show us gears. Politely of course.
“Would you happen to be the clockmaker the dwarf spoke of? I would be honored if you could explain to me the function of gears and the purpose of clocks.”
The man nodded his head before Sir Ironpaw had finished talking and responded almost as quickly. “Yes, I’m him. George Brassen. I am always glad to help someone that the dwarf-friends sent my way. All of these clocks you see are just like those from the dwarven homeland. You see, my family had been with the expedition that reestablished, or perhaps established contact with the dwarven homeland, depending on who you believe. Either way, they called it the second expedition, which everyone on both sides of the debate agrees is a completely inaccurate name.”
Tisk knew nothing about the dwarven homeland or any expeditions to or from said homeland. The man had continued to ramble, in a manner very unlike the dwarves she had met. She was confident that his words were absolutely fascinating, but she had almost none of the context to understand any of it. It felt like she was a young kit just learning about the idea of names all over again.
The problem, Tisk thought, was that he flowed from subject to subject so rapidly. If he would stick to just one thing, she might have been able to piece things together. However, just as he finished explaining about how he was one of the few humans born in the dwarf-lands and so she could be sure his clocks were just as good as dwarven-made devices, he moved into talking about “the great ships.”
“Excuse me. That is all very interesting, and I would love to hear more about it all. However, I don’t really know what a clock is or how it works.”
Tisk was not happy interrupting the man. Even though his words had nearly placed her in a daze, they were said with such enthusiasm that it was hard not to be carried along. However, she had come with a mission, and until her questions were answered, half of what he was saying would make no sense to her. After all, the overall point of his words all seemed to be “buy my clocks.”
“Yes, yes, of course. Come over here. I’ve got some small partially built projects on that table over there.” He led her over to a table piled with bits of metal before continuing. “This is a gear. See the teeth? It doesn’t take much metal but does require finesse to shape it appropriately. I use brass myself; easy to work with brass is.”
“This is brass?” Sir Ironpaw asked for Tisk.
For a moment Tisk was worried someone had finally found her out. The man looked up at Sir Ironpaw, with an eyebrow slightly quirked, before his attention turned back to the gears on the table.
“I suppose brass is not an adventurer’s metal. Probably no need of it in the dungeon. Yes, this is brass. Not the best metal in the world, but for my purposes, practically unmatched. With larger construction, like the Conclave’s clock tower, something stronger is needed, of course. Likewise, the dwarven soul guards use alloys far more valuable than brass, but I suppose they are something special.”
Tisk wanted to ask what a “dwarven soul guard” was, but the man continued his explanation of gears.
“See these teeth, they match together like so. Turn one gear, and the other one turns as well.”
The man continued Tisk’s education for a while. Occasionally she was able to get a question in, but there were at least a dozen that went unasked. She learned about pinions and gear ratios. She was not quite certain exactly how he manipulated the numbers when he discussed ratios, but she committed it to memory so that she could dissect his words later.
He also showed Tisk a half-built clock, explaining to her the difference between seconds, minutes, and hours, as well as how to read them. All of it was, in Tisk’s humble opinion, quite ingenious. She had no idea why anyone would ever need to know the time, not the least so precisely, but it was all still brilliant.
A few times the man raised his eyebrow, in that way that first had made her feel like he had learned her secret. It was always after she had asked some question like “how many minutes are in an hour.”
But after a moment the eyebrow would lower and he would explain. Or he would shake his head and mumble, “not a dwarf,” before answering.
Eventually, the conversation turned to the topic of Tisk making a purchase. The man suggested a pocket watch. It reminded her very much of the dwarven watches, which made sense she supposed. He did claim to have been taught by the dwarves after all.
“I’m afraid I don’t know if I can afford one. I’m…” Sir Ironpaw paused as Tisk tried to think of an appropriate explanation, “I am not from around here.”
“Ahh, that explains a bit. Yes, yes. Let me show you the local currency, and we can figure out how the coins you have translate. I’ve got a scale with weights so even if they’re something I haven’t seen before, we can figure it out.” He reached into a pouch on his belt and pulled out some coins. “This here is a copper prince, and this is a copper king, worth five princes. A prince has about a tenth of an ounce of copper in it. Around here a worker can expect to make one or two kings with a day's honest labor, depending on the type.”
Tisk had Sir Ironpaw nod enthusiastically. The coins looked different than the ones in her pouch, but the information she was getting was invaluable. So far letting people think she was from far away had been working out very well. And it was true, after all, that she was not from Town.
“And those coins?”
“A silver prince and a silver king. Again, five princes to a king. And a silver prince is worth five copper kings, though it can vary with the value of copper and silver. Be careful with the silver. We’ve had a problem recently with people shaving off the edges. The pattern continues with gold princes and kings, though I don’t have any of those at the moment. A gold king is worth three thousand copper princes. Almost two years of work. If you ever have one of those, you are a rich man - well, maybe not for an adventurer.”
“My coins are a bit different.”
“Well take one out, let’s see. Again, I’ve got a scale, if I don’t recognize the coinage.”
Tisk placed a coin on the table, and the man chuckled.
“Dungeon coin. Should’ve expected as much from an adventurer. Must still be new at this if you don’t know the exchange rates. Dungeons always match the local currency. This looks like it came from some dungeon in the kingdom. Purity is a bit different than what the crown mints, but it has the same copper weight as a king.”
“Why do they do that, match the currency that is?”
It was not the question Tisk wanted to ask. Again, she was encountering a person talking as if there were other dungeons. There was a time she would have thought such an idea was preposterous, or simply chalked it up to her misunderstanding the words. However, she was confident that the adventurers thought other dungeons existed, and she suspected they knew better than her.
If there were other dungeons, there might still be bunnies in the world. If there were other dungeons, there might be someone to give her new rules. If she had rules, perhaps she could be a good bunny once again.
But she did not know how to phrase the question she really wanted to ask, and asking if other dungeons really existed seemed like it might be pushing the bounds of what she should already know. So instead, she settled on a question that might give her better insight into dungeons.
If she understood dungeons and why they did the things that they did, then perhaps she would better understand the reason her dungeon had been destroyed. At the moment, her only answer was that it happened because she had broken the rules, but it would be really very nice if another answer existed.
Thus she had asked about why dungeon coins matched the “kingdom’s” coins.
The man was silent for a moment, and she saw in brows furrow in thought before he finally responded. “I don’t rightly know. I imagine the guild makes them do it to avoid confusion. That seems like the sort of thing they would be in charge of. If you are really curious though, I would ask the guild. You might not get an answer though; that lot is always secretive, but you probably already know that.”
They talked a bit more. The clockmaker explained what she should expect to pay for a meal or a night in an inn based on the local rates. He also admitted that the prices were higher in dungeon towns, and would be cheaper once she was back on the road. He was hospitable to who he thought was a “fresh adventurer.”
She could tell that he was curious about who she was and where she was from. However, he was very polite about it, and Tisk had managed to get away with a simple “new to Town,” a few more times.
As the man moved coins around on the table, explaining the exchange rate with the neighboring kingdom to the North, Tisk had an important realization. Twenty-five did not mean twenty fives. It would be... Mentally Tisk quickly counted. It would only be five fives. She was glad she had met this nice man, or she might have ended up greatly overpaying.
Tisk did some more math in her head. If someone was asking her for twenty-five copper, she would have paid them a hundred!
Back in the dungeon, what seemed like so long ago now, Tisk had told Emily that she had twenty nines of coins. Now she realized, that any person would likely think she meant one less than thirty, when she had really meant one hundred and eighty.
The fact that some of her coins were kings, and not all of them were copper, meant that Tisk suspected she had a good deal of wealth in her pouch.
Even if Tisk had learned nothing of clocks or gears or coins, everything she had learned about numbers had made the trip to the store more than worth it.
In the end, Tisk did not buy a clock, though she was sorely tempted. Even though the clockmaker had explained to her what she might expect to pay for a meal, there were many things she did not yet know the price of. Clock’s were expensive, and she did not want to spend too much coin in one place. At least not yet.
Instead, she bought a handful of gears. They were “failures,” having chipped teeth, being bent, or simply having some other flaw. Tisk did not mind if they were not suitable for a clock, she simply wanted to look at them some more. She was also grateful for the man’s time and wanted to pay him back in some way.
After counting out her payment, she left the shop with her first purchase.




Chapter 4

Dinner

Tisk eventually made her way to the Golden Flagon. Now knowing the proper value of gold, she was expecting a much fancier establishment but supposed it might have only been their cups that were made out of the valuable metal.
Emboldened by her very successful foray into the clockmaker’s shop, Tisk had entered several other stores and struck up conversations with the proprietors.
They had not all been as successful as the first one. Some of the shopkeepers were not quite as friendly. Others seemed mostly concerned with if Tisk was planning on purchasing anything or not. At least one shopkeeper had been very suspicious at one of Tisk’s questions, though she was not sure which one. Luckily she had been able to use the excuse of meeting friends for dinner and beat a hasty retreat.
She wanted to meet up with Emily, Drawil, Frevir, and Garrett for dinner. However, Tisk also wanted to have Sir Ironpaw let her out in a field somewhere so she could hop around in excitement. Tisk had learned so many new words in just a day. And there were so many old words that she had once thought she understood, only to really learn the meaning of just now.
Plus, she now owned things. She was a simple bunny, but she now had possessions. Tisk had avoided making any big purchases. Until she had a chance to count out the exact value of all her coins, prudence would be important.
However, the discovery of a “general store” and another shop geared towards preparing adventurers for the dungeon had ensured that she had not made it through the afternoon with all of her coins. Tisk had rationalized her decision, deciding that it was acceptable to engage in a few minor transactions, just for the experience of it.
That last store, the “Adventurer’s Fall” with its sign depicting a falling man, had shown her the importance of rationing her money. Its prices were markedly higher than the other stores, even if they were still affordable. After seeing how much mana jellies went for, she knew that she needed to thank Frevir. At two silver princes each, they were far from the cheapest item in the shop.
Tisk was still unclear what exactly one had to do to earn “a day’s wage.” But she did know that it had cost Frevir anywhere between ten and twenty of those to get her back up and moving again after the dungeon.
Of course, that was not to say she did not buy any of them. They were simply too delicious — that was, they were too filled with mana not to buy any more. It would have been far too extravagant a purchase if she had bought them only for their taste. No, it had nothing to do with it. The fact that they were so flavorful was just a nice bonus. She had bought them for the mana.
At some point during her exploration of Town, Tisk finished off the last mana jellie Frevir had given, and she had no way of knowing when her mana might need to be refilled.
Buying more jellies was just good sense.
Her purchases were all in a sack that she had bought at the general store. Most of what she had bought were things that seemed useful, though she admitted to picking up a few for the sake of curiosity. In the end, she had probably spent a bit more than she was comfortable with, but she knew that she still had a good number of coins left.
No. More important than the raw number was the value. She would much rather have a single gold king than even twenty fives of copper princes. It was still a little strange to think of it that way, but she supposed it made more sense if she thought of it in a different context. A single blade of crisp grass with just a bit of morning dew rolling along it was far preferable to even ten times as many blades of scraggly grass struggling in the shade of some crevice in the dungeon. Quantity was far less important than quality.
So it was the value of her coins that she had been watching, not just their number.
By the time she had left the Adventurer’s Trip, word of the dungeon’s destruction had apparently gotten around. It had been a little bit scary seeing the shopkeeper ranting and raving while practically pulling his hair out. Luckily he had been able to calm down enough for Tisk to do her shopping. Tisk thought she understood why he was upset, even if the reasons behind his emotions were far from why she had been upset with the dungeon’s destruction.
The Town was not the only town. In fact, rather than Town it was only a town. She was finally putting together hundreds of tiny bits of information and beginning to see the larger picture. The town had a name like so many other things. It was called Serpent’s Pass. Tisk was not particularly fond of what that name implied. She knew serpent was just another name for snake, and if there was one thing she disliked it was snakes. Snakes and liars. Snakes, liars, and things that ate bunnies.
Well, she supposed there were a number of things that she was not fond of, but snakes certainly came in near the top of the list.
So even though she was currently in a place apparently named for the propensity of snakes to pass through, Tisk took solace in the fact that she had, as matter of fact, not yet seen any snakes. While it did mean that they were potentially just sneaking about, she preffered to consider other possibilities. Still, that did not mean that she liked the name.
However, there were other towns. Hopefully, they all had better names. There were also villages and cities, and she had finally overheard people talking about other dungeons in a concrete manner that confirmed their existence for her. “We could go up north to the Phoenix Roost Dungeon.” That had seemed fairly definite.
But even though it would have been sensible for the shopkeeper to be upset about the name of the town’s name, that was not, in fact, the source of his distress. Neither did it derive from the fact that he did not live in any of those numerous other settlements that Tisk was sure had much lovelier names.
Settlements near dungeons seemed to revolve around dungeons. Not revolve in the literal sense, though Tisk did think it would be interesting to see something like that. They revolved around the dungeons in more of a metaphorical way. The same way that her life had revolved around adventures for so long — even if there had been some literal revolving when she would hop about them from a distance in the dungeon.
Whether it was buying dungeon loot from adventurers, processing resources from the dungeon, or selling supplies to adventurers, most of the shops in town seemed to assume the existence of the dungeon. Honestly, the clockmaker’s shop was one of the few exceptions, and even that she was not sure about. Tisk had never seen an adventurer carrying around a big clock, but sometimes it surprised her how much some of them could fit into their packs.
She would need to go back and ask, but she thought the clockmaker was there because of the Conclave. It seemed reasonable to assume that the Conclave was in town for the dwarfs going into the dungeon. So in a way, it all still came back to the same thing.
What is going to happen to all of these shops and people now that the dungeon is gone?
She supposed they would need to move to some other town. It was sad to think that they would all need to leave and that town would likely be empty soon. Tisk had not realized that her actions could hurt so many. In the end, she supposed that one way or the other that little boy’s home was getting destroyed.
When Tisk reached the Golden Flagon where she was meeting her friends for dinner, she did not pause before entering. She had been inside enough establishments now to understand how it worked. Sometimes a bell would ring, alerting those inside that someone had arrived. It was NOT a bunny specific alert, just a more general “someone has come in” alert.
Sometimes the shopkeeper would immediately start up a conversation. Other times, they would just watch from their counter while Tisk browsed. Other customers were always a possibility but ultimately did not change the formula too much. They were just people doing the exact same thing she was.
Well, maybe not the exact same thing, but close enough. She highly doubted any of them were secretly bunnies in disguise. But beyond that their situation was similar.
Although… That’s not beyond reason. They would need to be using a different type of magic than me, but I should not be so arrogant to think that I am the only bunny to blend in amongst the adventurers.
While Tisk was willing to concede that some of the people she had passed by or interacted with during the day could have been secret bunnies, she doubted the number was high. She would be very miffed if it turned out all the adventurers were in actuality bunnies just pretending to be people. It seemed like one of them should have taken a moment to explain things to her before now if that was the case.
But then again, she had once tried to communicate with her other bunnies in the dungeon and had eventually given up. Perhaps they had all just assumed she would not be able to understand and had never bothered.
Tisk could be surrounded by bunnies.
However, she did not think that was the case. She had never seen another bunny leave her dungeon. Neither had she witnessed any bunnies magically transforming into people. Granted, she did not keep watch every hour of the day, but it felt like the type of thing she would have noticed. They could have come from their own dungeons. But did that mean all dungeons were doomed to have one of their bunnies break the rules and leave?
No. The fact that other dungeons existed was a hopeful one. It meant that there were probably other bunnies. However, until she had evidence to the contrary, she would assume that she was the only rouge bunny. After all, most bunnies were likely to be good bunnies.
Other bunnies or not, she had passed by many other shoppers and even interacted with a few. The first time she had been nervous to share a shop with others. The etiquette was completely foreign, and she had been afraid of accidentally offending someone. If a bunny was already eating a tuft of grass, it would be rude to hop up and help herself to the same tuft.
But things had gone just fine. All in all, Tisk felt like somewhat of an expert at entering buildings now.
Of course, that was precisely why she was so surprised when entering the Golden Flagon. For one thing, it was much larger than the other buildings she had been in, though — again that word larger being relative. She had not thought too much on its size while outside. The Conclave would certainly be larger once completed, but there was no denying that the Golden Flagon was larger than an ordinary shop.
But it did not have any goods on display or shelves showing off items to purchase. Instead, there were just many tables and chairs, many of them filled with people.
So many people all in one room. Yes there had been many people outside, but that was different somehow. It had been... outside. This was inside, almost like in the dungeon. Only small groups of people would pass through the dungeon at a time.
Her eyes darted around watching the adventurers eating and drinking as her nose tried to take in the nearly overwhelming number of aromas that wafted through the air. It was completely different than anything she had yet seen.
So this is a tavern.
Tisk’s reverie was broken by a voice behind her. “You’re blocking the doorway.”
“Sorry. Apologies.” She sent the words to Sir Ironpaw in a tumble and ordered him to get out of the way.
A group of three adventurers filed past her and headed to an empty table. She did not know how they knew where to go but supposed it probably came to experience. This was her first time getting dinner, after all. Someone who had been doing this since birth was likely an expert.
“Sir Traskalon — Sir Ironpaw!”
Emily was waving at Tisk from a table where she was sitting with the others. Despite how crowded the room was, Sir Ironpaw had no problem navigating between chairs and people to make his way over. If Tisk had been left to her own devices on the floor, she would have been dodging feet left and right. Very little of the town, the tavern included, seemed to have been designed with bunnies in mind. Though, she supposed that was only fair if the only bunnies around were pretending to be adventurers.
Considering that, to her knowledge, she was the only bunny around, that was a fair assumption.
“Ah, our honored savior Sir Traskalon Ironpaw. Please feel free to join us.” Frevir of the Never-Green Forest gestured to the open seat, and Tisk had her armored friend sit down.
“Thanks again for savin’ me mates.” Garret said with a nod.
“Good to be reunited. I hope your day has been well. Ours has been somewhat a chore,” said Drawil Ironheart in the typical measured dwarven tones.
Emily sighed. “Yeah. There were a lot of questions. Felt like lying in a bed of steel straw. But let’s get something to eat first. It’s our treat.”
Frevir rose his hand, two fingers pointed up, and soon a woman wearing an apron arrived. “Mrs. Ennerton, thank you for serving us tonight.”
Tisk was fairly certain that she was NOT an adventure. It had taken her a while to understand that not every dwarf, human, and elf was one. In fact, it seemed as if a good number of the townsfolk were not adventures at all. They were just... people.
She still did not understand what the full difference was between an adventurer and a shopkeeper was. There was the obvious aspect that one kept a shop and the other went into dungeons, but surely there was something more to it than that.
Tisk realized that she must have missed something because the others were all looking at her, or rather Sir Ironpaw expectantly. Emily had an odd quirk to her lip.
“Don’t let Frevir through you off too much. He’s a bit of an odd one for an elf.”
“Please, Miss Emily. Most of us are in fact not vegetarians. We just care a bit more about where our meat comes from than you lot.”
“Does not seem that way to me. You eat like a carnivore,” Drawil laughed.
“Yes, well... I happen to be less sensitive to the memories than others that is all. I can tolerate the pain of a slaughtered beast.”
Tisk did not understand the flush to Frevir’s cheeks and even though the others were all smiles, asides from the elf, no one was stopping to explain things to Tisk. Apparently, the eating habits of elves were another thing that should be obvious to her. Though apparently there were nuances. Just another thing to be frustrated about, Tisk supposed.
What was that bit about memories?
“Well, nothing to worry about either way,” started the woman in the apron. “My brother brought in the hares this morning. Killed them right quick. No misery or suffering.”
“You can bring another order for our friend here as well. We are treating him tonight.” Then Emily turned towards Sir Ironpaw. “That’s alright with you.”
“Yes, that’s fine.”
Tisk winced as she realized that the response came out a tad more mechanically than she would have liked. She was still feeling a bit overwhelmed by the friendly conversation and was not even sure what exactly it was she was agreeing to. Still, it seemed a good idea to just go along with it.
“While we are waiting for our food, we should fill you in.” Emily paused as she took a sip of her drink. “Apparently this is not the first dungeon to be... unexpectedly destroyed recently. We had heard rumors, but the guild confirmed it for us. However, this is the first time anyone has come out of the dungeon alive after witnessing what had happened.”
“Da blighters asked us questions like they thought we’d done it. Like we’d be able to break a dungeon core,” said Garret.
“Worry not friend Ironpaw. We left out your involvement. No need for the guild to know.”
“My dear mole-loving friend is correct.” Frevir ignored the dirty look Drawil shot him and continued. “As we said outside of town, you probably would not be in any trouble for your involvement, but the guild is fussy about unregistered adventurers skipping the line and delving without telling anyone. The least we owe you is to help you avoid an unnecessary fine, especially if you are new to the region and were unaware of how things work. I know that in some areas nobility — that is to say certain privileged adventures are allowed such liberties.”
Tisk thought she understood their concern. Now that she knew the value of coins she did not want to pay them to this “guild” for no reason. If the rules said she needed to pay, then obviously she would. But it sounded like she would be paying out of some misunderstanding. She had never skipped any line. If anything Tiks had been in the dungeon first. But she supposed if the fines were very small, a few copper princes, she might be willing to pay it just to make the problem go away.
“Just how much would those fines be?”
“It can vary depending on the guild’s interpretation of the situation. But if they think you are someone… connected, or see that you have valuable gear like a full set of armor, they will sometimes push for punitive fines. It’s not like they do it just out of greed. If they didn’t make an example of people occasionally, no one would respect the ques for smaller dungeons.”
Tisk had Sir Ironpaw nod and then risked a question, “So you are all members of… the guild?”
“Hah, might as well be members of royalty.” Emily gave out a good-natured laugh but suddenly stopped and looked at Sir Ironpaw in a way that Tisk did not know to interpret. “That is to say, things must really be different out East. I’ve heard that they have dozens of guilds, and everyone is a member of at least one, even if it has only a few people. No, that’s not how it works here. There is one guild, from the coast all the way to the Vari desert. At least until you get down south to the Empire. They do their own weird little thing.”
“Miss Emily is correct. The guild only employs a few adventures, all of them top-notch. They tend to be very cagey about their operations and have a great deal of influence with the various kingdoms. Everyone else simply registers with the guild. Really it is just designed to make it easier for them to form the ques and charge people fees. They would have known you had been in the dungeon when it gave them their monthly report. But I hear out East the temples serve that role, am I correct?”
When Frevir looked at her, wanting a response about something she had almost zero idea about, Tisk wanted to panic. She could guess, but then she might be wrong, and her words would be wrong. It would be one thing to make an honest mistake, but either agreeing or disagreeing with him right now seemed akin to lying, even if she did end up being incidentally correct. Them assuming things was one thing. Her telling them something like that was another.
I am NOT a liar.
“Actually, this was my first dungeon. Back home I had other things to worry about, so I can’t really say exactly how it works there.”
Frevir nodded his head and sighed. “Ahh well. I had been hoping to hear more about what it is like to adventure on the other side of the Vari and among the archipelagos. Nothing for it I suppose.”
“We need to stick around town for a while. They’ve sent for a Justicar to come and investigate. Whoever arrives is going to want to talk with us. However, it’s probably best if you head out before they arrive. We’ll be fine after they ask their questions. But most adventurers will probably be leaving anyway without the dungeon, and you should avoid attracting attention.”
“A Justicar?”
From the looks that Tisk received she knew it had been the wrong question. But Finally, Frevir just shook his head and muttered “They don’t have those out East either? Maybe by a different name.”
“Uhm, they’re basically paladins, but instead of being dedicated to any particular god, they are dedicated to the law and serve the pantheon as a whole. Small towns and villages around here rely on them to make rounds and help with judgments. They also spend a lot of time hunting down criminals and bandits. I hear that they work with the adventurer’s guild when the two overlap.”
Even though Emily did not sound too thrilled about the arrival of the Justicar, Tisk could not help but be intrigued. She knew that she should probably take her friends’ advice and head out before the Justicar’s arrival, but she also wanted to see such a person for herself.
She had wanted to be an adventurer for so long, she had never thought too much about what type of adventurer she wanted to be. One that helped to enforce rules and hunted down criminals seemed like one that might fit her and Sir Ironpaw well. Of course, there was probably some rule about rule-breakers becoming Justicars so that could be a problem for Tisk.
“What are you all going to do once you have answered the Justicar’s questions, now that the dungeon is gone?” Tisk was hoping that they would say more about the Justicar but felt that it would be better to avoid asking about them directly for the time being.
“After the investigation is over with, we were thinking about going to Phoenix Roost up north, but apparently it is throwing some kind of hissy fit,” Emily replied
“A hissy fit?” Tisk felt the question was a safe one. It did not state any particular ignorance on her part and invited elaboration.
Emily just sighed. “It’s one of those stogy dungeons that’s big on doing things just so. Apparently, some noble’s son went delving and never came back. His father practically sent an army to look for his child. Well, the dungeon had a typical group limit size of six people. So now it is sulking and not giving out any treasure and has really upped the fatality rate. It will probably calm down and get over it in a few years, at the most. Though apparently, the guild has dispatched a negotiator to see if they can’t make amends. So maybe things will be back to normal in a few months.”
Tisk took a deep breath. There was a lot to unpack there.
Even though it did not seem like Emily was a fan of this Phoenix Roost Dungeon, Tisk was intrigued about the idea it was big on rules. She wondered how it compared to her dungeon, and also suddenly wondered if her dungeon had a name of its own. At least if it had a name until it was destroyed. She figured that it had probably named. It would not make much sense if all dungeons had names, but hers was simply “the dungeon.”
Tisk really hoped it had not had the word “snake” or “serpent” in the name. Slither was also out. Really anything in that general realm. “Bunny Home” would have been a nice name for it.
But more important than the fact that dungeons had names or that this particular dungeon they were discussing was a “stickler” as she had heard Garret mumble under his breath was something else she was picking up. It almost sounded like the dungeon was just making its rules up. At the very least, it sounded like not all dungeons had the same rules, though it sounded like “party size” was at least somewhat standard. It also confirmed for Tisk that adventurers did indeed operate on a separate rule set as dungeon bunnies.
It might not entirely be a bad thing if the dungeons did makeup rules. If they did, this Phoenix Roost dungeon could make some rules for Tisk. Or maybe not. It did not sound like it was very happy at the moment. Though Tisk could understand that. It sounded like some very bad people had broken the rules. People like Tisk. So perhaps the dungeon would not want to see her.
Maybe Tisk could ask after this guild negotiator had a chance to help. Ultimately though, she needed to learn more about what dungeons actually were so she could know if their rules were real rules or fake rules. After all, it would not do for her to put a lot of effort into following meaningless rules that had no real authority behind them.
Unfortunately, she could think of no graceful way to ask her real questions.
“So if you are not going to Phoenix Roost, where will you be going?”
Honestly, it was still a good question. Tisk needed to know about as many locations as possible. Just like words needed context, she had begun to realize that locations needed context as well. She knew that they thought she came from the “East,” apparently beyond some desert. But how far was that? What other things were that way? She needed to start making some concrete plans, and she needed more information to do that.
“Excellent question Sir Ironpaw. We need to go someplace to help train up young Garret here. This dungeon was excellent for that, but alas it is no more. So we cannot go anywhere too difficult. We also need to earn a bit of a coin. A little while ago we needed to sell off some of our gear to pay for… curse removal. No one’s fault really. But we do need to reequip.”
Frevir paused to take a drink, briefly looking around the table.
“We think we are going to be heading down south to the Great Iliodos Dungeon Complex, just shy of the Empire’s border, Great Mother willing. At least one of the dungeons there likes humans. It sees them as… I think a bit like pets honestly. Not as fond as elves like me, but at least it does not discriminate as badly as some. However, the important thing is that it creates areas that are excellent for beginners to train up and get some experience. Perfect for Garret, and perhaps even you. No offense to your combat skills. We all know that you are quite skilled with the blade. But if you are a beginner dungeon delver, it is best to learn the basics in someplace safer. A deadfall trap can end even the most experienced warriors if they don’t know what to look out for. Once an adventurer has outgrown those easier areas, they can head into the parts maintained by some of the other dungeons.”
“Why would you even bother with the Phoenix Roost then?”
“Iliodos is a city. There are few quite as busy. Traffic makes for high prices.”
“As Drawil says, Iliodos is too big. The complex has room for dozens, no, hundreds of groups at a time, I’m not really sure. It can even drop some decent loot, but all of that treasure flowing out of the dungeon means that it just is not worth as much unless you can transport it. The guild regulates it stricter than most other dungeons, which makes it even harder to earn a profit. You might find a high-quality magical sword in a treasure chest, but you can be sure that it is whatever type of sword that the guild has deemed to have the least value at the moment and the smallest economic impact. Sometimes it feels like it would be easier if the dungeons didn’t work with the guilds, but you can’t change the way things are. At least it keeps them from all turning into utter death traps.”
“Also, because there are so many adventurers, the price of the supplies you need for a safe delve are much higher than normal. Even the inn rooms will cost an arm and a leg. That being said, almost every adventurer this side of the Vari go into Iliodos at least once.”
Suddenly the conversation as the woman with the apron returned. She set a bowl of liquid in front of each of them, along with a chunk of what Tisk recognized as bread.
“Enjoy the rabbit stew. I’ll be right back with your drinks.”
Tisk felt her ears perk up. It had been far too long since she had a real meal and she had wanted to try bread since she had first seen adventures eating it in the dungeon. Tisk had never had “rabbit stew” before but it sounded exciting. Granted, she was a bunny, not a rabbit, even if people made that mistake distressingly often. But stew made for rabbits would likely still be good for a bunny.
It was also intriguing that the tavern would be serving it. Did that Mrs. Ennerton lady somehow know what Tisk was and just not care. If so that was awfully kind of her. It suddenly struck Tisk that perhaps everyone somehow knew that she was a bunny in a magical suit of armor. She had no idea how they would know, but perhaps adventurers had a way to detect such things. They could know and just not care. Perhaps it was not even worth mentioning to them.
Or perhaps they were all rabbits, not bunnies, in disguise. It was frustrating that she had no good way to figure these things out.
The others started eating, and it occurred to Tisk that there she had a problem. Even if Mrs. Ennerton had served the rabbit stew specifically for Tisk, that did not mean that the others knew her secret. It also did not mean that they would be fine with her secret. Unfortunately, it seemed like she would have some difficulty eating without everyone seeing that she was just a simple bunny in a suit of armor.
It might look strange, but Tisk had an idea and figured it was better than revealing her secret at the moment. She had Sir Ironpaw lean over until his helmet was facing straight down, bending over the table. She was worried for a moment that she would fall out and straight into the stew. That would simply be just horrible. Not only would her secret be out, but she would ruin the stew by getting bunny all in it.
Gingerly Sir Ironpaw opened his visor just a faction, his helmet almost in the bowl. With his other hand, he raised a spoonful of the liquid up, just as she had seen everyone else doing.
Tisk cautiously reached out her neck. There were chunks of... things in the spoon along with the liquid. She was not certain what the chunks were but assumed they had to be something very delicious.
Still, best to try one thing at a time. First, she started lapping at the liquid in the spoon.
As Tisk was testing the warm liquid she heard Emily whisper. “Hear that? Lapping... Like a cat.”
“Shh.” Frevir hissed far quieter than Emily. “Don’t be rude Miss Emily. Hearing, remember?” Then his voice grew louder, “Sir Ironpaw. If you would be more comfortable, you can feel free to remove your helmet around us. Though we understand if you have your reasons to keep it on.”
Tisk thought for a moment. She almost told Sir Ironpaw to let her hop out onto the table. But in the end, she settled on a polite refusal.
“I’m fine. Thank you for your concern though.”
Tisk watched the stew ripple from the sound of Sir Ironpaw’s voice. It was true. She was fine. She had lived through the collapse of the dungeon and would eventually recover from her deep fatigue.
She was fine.
As they continued to eat, the conversation bounced around lighter topics. Or at least Tisk thought they were lighter. It was often hard to follow what they were saying, and she contributed only occasionally.
Tisk decided that she did not like the stew very much. The bread was a different matter. It was a bit hard and dry, and she considered dunking it into the stew as she noticed Garret doing, but decided to eat it plain like Darwil.
“So,” Emily began, “We had been talking before you arrived. We wanted to extend an invitation. If you were interested, we would love for you to go through Iliodos with us.”
“What do you mean exactly?”
“What the esteemed Miss Emily means is that we are in need of another front-line fighter. We had one but... There was a disagreement.”
“I have been serving for now. Calling my kin in that roll? More than a bit difficult,” Dawil said even if Tisk did not fully understand.
“So yeah. If you want to join up with us, even if just to try the fit out, it would be like harvest come early,” said Emily.
She had been right about thinking that these people could potentially be friends. If Tisk was understanding them right she wanted to jump for joy. Unfortunately, doing that would mean falling into the depths of Sir Ironpaw. Instead, she settled for getting confirmation.
“So we will wait for the Justicar and then go to Iliodos.”
Frevir coughed. “Well, as we said earlier, it is probably best to avoid you getting tangled with the Justicar. Ignoring the punitive fine you would likely face the guild would not be too happy with our own omission of your involvement at this point. It would probably be best if you headed down to IIliodos ahead of us and we met up with you there.”
“Oh! Sir Ironpaw could hunt for basilisks on the way down. It would be good field experience and earn good coin. Then we could meet up in Lastford. Easier than trying to find one another in Iliodos.”
“Miss Emily, I am not so sure that is a great idea. Basilisks hunt in packs. If one catches your eye, the others close in.”
Emily let out a snort. “They will have trouble locking him down with that visor. It’s obviously enchanted with all of those shadows. And they’re not strong enough to get through that armor. He’ll be fine.”
Tisk felt it was best to confess her own ignorance in this case, lest she end up in a situation she was not prepared for.“I’m afraid that I don’t know what a basilisk is.”
Garret practically hopped up and down in his seat. “Mr. Frevir got a picture of em in his book. He got’s pictures of everythin’.”
The elf sighed as if greatly inconvenienced, but Tisk thought she saw the hint of a smile. He reached down to his side where a book was strapped to his belt with leather straps in the same way some adventures strapped their swords.
The book thumped when it hit the table. Tisk suddenly felt herself echoing Garret’s apparent excitement. She had seen only a few books before and had hardly a clue as to their purpose. However, what she heard had intrigued her.
It was a bit alarming that this particular book seemed to have teeth running all along the edges. It also seemed to be moving all on its own, which was perhaps a bit more alarming.
Tisk had not realized that books were a type of predator. Unfortunately, it looked big enough to eat a bunny.
“No need to be alarmed Sir Ironpaw. My book is perfectly safe. It is a libervore. It only eats other books and pieces of paper.”
“I’ve never seen one before.” Tisk felt that her response was more than a bit vapid considering how few books she had seen in the first place. But it was all she could think to say, and his statement had seemed like it had deserved a response.
“Well, there is a dungeon high up to the mountains in the south. It is not very popular because it is particularly dangerous and it is difficult to get much in the way of rewards, to say nothing of getting to the dungeon in the first place. However, if you can earn a treasure, many of them are beneficial to magic users.”
Frevir paused to put those weird little glass things that the clockmaker had been wearing on over his nose. The sun was setting, and it really was not very bright inside, so Tisk was sure they were not like the dwarven goggles.
“If you are particularly diligent, and particularly clever, there is a certain library in the dungeon that if one defeats, they will sometimes be able to remove one of these books. People have tried to replicate them or even understand how they work without success. I can feed it books, and it absorbs them. I can choose which book to read.”
He began to flip through the pages, giving Tisk an opportunity to ask a question.
“Is such a thing valuable?” Tisk thought about her coins. She was not sure what exactly one did with books — asides from reading, whatever that was. But she felt like she wanted one.
“Incredibly.” Emily cut in. “It might be the most expensive item in our group. Normally you wouldn’t flaunt such a thing in the open unless you were confident in your ability to protect it. I think he is just hoping someone comes and steals it from him.”
“Please ignore Miss Emily. This is a point of some contention. I’ve taken adequate precautions. Ahh, here we go.”
He turned the book and pushed it across the table so that Tisk could see. There was a picture of an ugly-looking monster that instantly made Tisk uneasy along with a bunch of squiggly and blurry symbols.
“I hear they’re a lot like alligators down in the Empire, though I have never seen one myself. An alligator that is. We’ve fought basilisks. Get about as long as a horse, though much lower to the ground and they can really flatten themselves out. Like a deadly throw rug,” said Emily.
“If you choose to hunt them, you will need to look out for their claws. They have a paralyzing toxin, preventing you from further movement. Though, the biggest danger is the fact that it will fairly quickly paralyze your heart and lungs. You can pick up some herbs to help you resist the effect, but best to just avoid getting cut. They move pretty slowly.”
“Also avoid their bites. Almost always get infected, and a lot of adventurers end up losing a limb. They chew their food slowly, and so it rots in their mouth. A lot of the time you can know they are nearby from the horrible smell. Like an abandoned butcher’s.”
“And obviously lookout for their gaze. If they make eye contact, they can lock you down. A natural type of magic according to what I have read,” said Frevir.
“You are not telling him why. A hunter needs a reason,” cut in Drawil.
“You won’t earn any Progression obviously, being outside dungeon territory, but—” Frevir started to answer before he was cut off by Emily.
Emily leaned in, elbows on the table. “Their eyeballs go for one whole silver prince each, assuming you get em out in good condition. If you bring back a whole body you might get a full king. The leather isn’t the best, but better than you might get from tanning something domestic. Usually not worth hauling all that weight though. Just go for the eyes.”
“Yes, as Miss Emily said. If you kill a pack, you can easily earn a few kings with little work, assuming you are prepared. Just make sure to put the eyes in a jar with preservatives. We made that mistake our first time hunting them.”
Tisk wanted to ask about that Progression word. She had heard it time and time again as something that adventurers earned and somehow used, but she had no idea what it was and no idea how to ask without revealing her ignorance. Instead, she settled on a hopefully safer question.
“What do people want the eyes for?”
“Oh wow, you must really be new to all of this.” Emily let out an exhale of air. “I’m assuming your gear is enchanted from the look of it. Your sword must have a sharpness enchantment on it, unless that is all you? Monster parts are good for enchanting. Like the Vore with its endless stomach. Not nearly as good as a proper bag of holding some dungeons will award, but a crafter can still make a dimensional bag out of it.”
“Emily.” It was the first time Tisk had heard Frevir leave the ‘miss’ off of her name and it came out sharp. “Sir Ironpaw obviously knows about enchanted gear as you said. He obviously was asking what use the eyes had.”
Then turning towards Sir Ironpaw he added, “To answer your question a number of things. Besides the obvious alchemical applications, I’ve heard the eyes used for a number of different vision or optical-based enchantments. The most interesting use that I have seen, if not the most common, was a dwarf I once met who had his goggles enchanted to have a similar paralytic effect.”
They all continued to chat, the group telling Tisk about some of their past adventurers. It helped that Tisk learned that Garret was relatively new to their group and his questions helped her to calibrate for what exactly she could ask.
Seeing the ignorance of the teammate of such nice people made Tisk feel a bit better about all of the gaps in her own knowledge. Though, even with everything that Garret did not know, she suspected that he was still more learned than her. For example, Tisk was sure he knew all about the roof above them and how exactly it worked.
They told Tisk that she could probably afford to stick around town for a few days. Frevir did not think that anyone in town knew “messaging” magic because it was too “high concept.” Emily had added that the Dwarven Conclave was not finished yet. Tisk did not see how the two were connected, but it seemed like she was supposed to understand.
And apparently, the local guild outpost was still new enough that they had not yet had any messaging artifacts shipped in. A rider had been sent out to the nearest conclave so that they could get in touch with a Justicar that was supposed to be in the area. Again, Tisk was not sure how exactly Conclaves were connected to communication.
Even though she hardly understood half of what they said, she took away that she had a few days to get her feet under her before she needed to leave in order to dodge any possibility of fines.
They talked more about how she might go about hunting basilisks and the details of how they could meet up. It was best that people did not see them spending too much time together after that night according to Frevir. Tisk took it all in and found dinner to be quite charming, even if the stew did not taste nearly as good as she thought it should.




Chapter 5 

A Night at the Inn

Tisk was in a room. An inn room to be precise. Sir Ironpaw was sitting in a wooden chair that was far too small for his frame. Honestly, Tisk was surprised that the rickety thing was able to hold his weight. She wondered if Sir Ironpaw was actually still supporting himself with his legs, but was not so curious that she asked. A bigger question was if this was what he had looked like sitting in a chair in the common room. If so, then surely he had stood out even in that crowded room. Though, even that was not something she was thinking about.
As for Tisk herself, she sat on her “bed” pondering the inn she found herself in. The rooms were part of the Golden Flagon, located up a staircase from the common room. Certainly, it was easy enough to understand the basic concept. People came to eat and drink and then to sleep. Honestly, it was rather clever. A single business provided food and shelter, everything that a person or bunny really needed.
What was more difficult than comprehending the concept of a inn, was trying to figure out how it fit into her worldview. She had learned so very much that day, and if she wanted to avoid her little bunny brain getting cluttered, it was important that she take some time and organize it.
That meant she needed to reexamine ideas and words and look at how they all interconnected. To think that adventurers treated this all as second nature. They truly were worthy of being Tisks’ ideal.
The question was if it was fair to say that the inn was like a bunny burrow but for adventurers. Perhaps it was better to think of the entire village as a burrow, where each building was a separate chamber, and the streets where the tunnels. Of course, not just adventures lived in it. She was still getting used to that. People, “civilians,” children, and the elderly. There was a rather large variety.
Of course, if the village was a burrow, and buildings the chambers, there was no clear analog as to what the individual rooms within buildings should be considered. And if each building was a burrow in of itself, then what was the village as a whole? The dungeon perhaps? But what then what of this “kingdom?”
Tisk sighed as she realized she was beginning to lose track of the analogy entirely.
Part of it might have been how tired she felt. She had wanted to go to sleep right away. But she thought a larger part might be some element of futility in her attempt. A burrow and village, even if they shared common aspects were different things entirely. If that was not the case, they would use the same words.
It was probably best to just take the inn for what it was and be cognizant of both the similarities and differences from what she was familiar with.
The inn room was certainly nice, at least as far as she was able to judge things. To be fair, it was only the second room she had ever been in — if the one treasure room in the dungeon even counted — and it was certainly the first inn room she had ever been in. Though she supposed that her count was probably off. The common room had the word room in its name. So that should be listed. Plus there was the question of if stores counted as rooms.
She supposed they did. It was all very confusing and just a tad bit overwhelming.
Do hallways count as rooms? I don’t think so, people don’t seem to treat them as such, but I don’t see why they shouldn’t be.
But nonetheless, Tisk was certain her room must be one of the most fantastic rooms there was. It was for adventurers after all.
The room was a bit dim, lit by a single candle burning on the table, but she was used to dim lighting and it made her more comfortable than if the room was brightly lit. It meant predators would be less likely to notice her.
Tisk also appreciated the privacy and security her door provided. It was why she had felt comfortable enough to leave Sir Ironpaw. As much as she liked her friend, there was no way she could have spent the night sleeping inside of his helmet.
However, Tisk could not help but feel that the room was a bit… open. There were not any ideal places to hide. Digging would be difficult, considering there were no patches of dirt and it was all made of wood. Even if she tried to burrow through the wood floor or walls and was somehow successful, she would just end up in someone else's room. That is, she would end up in someone else's room assuming she understood how the inn was arranged.
But she thought she understood the floorplan well enough. It was — like much of what she had experienced — more than a little bit awe-inspiring.
Bunny warrens were a mess of tunnels and chambers meandering about any which way. Part of it was that bunnies worked with the environment. If there was a softer patch of dirt, you dug through it, even if it meant your tunnel veered a bit. No sense in wasting calories after all.
Some bunnies had a worse sense of direction than others. More than once she had seen one accidentally break into a chamber while trying to dig out a new tunnel. Dirt would go flying everywhere, and everyone would hop about until they calmed down. But even bunnies with excellent senses of direction — and Tisk included herself in that category — did not dig straight tunnels.
The inn was arranged differently. Everything was squares and rectangles. The rooms were all in a neat and orderly row. The town was not quite as well arranged, but it was still admirable.
What she really wanted to see now was a bunny-sized inn underground. The chambers would all have corners with a long straight tunnel connecting them all like the hallway. Of course, she understood why it would not work. Dirt would not hold its shape like that. But at least she would not feel so… open.
The bed was a nice touch though. She had been a bit confused about what exactly the bed was for until she had caught the smell. The straw stuffed into the mattress was a bit dry for her taste, but it was delightful even if only for the novelty. It was far different than her usual fare.
After her failure to eat much of the stew during dinner, she was thankful that a meal had been provided for her. It was very thoughtful of the inn.
The dungeon, or not the dungeon she supposed… whatever it was that made inns had placed the straw inside fabric. Luckily, Sir Ironpaw had been able to cut through it without a problem. Afterward, she realized that perhaps the bag had an opening on the underside, that it was like a coin purse, only for grass. But the past was the past. She would keep it in mind a check the bottom of the next bed.
Tisk had to admit that the existence of the bed was a little bit frustrating. She had thought a “bed” was where adventurers slept, based on overheard conversations. But it looked nothing like a propper sleeping place. She would have thought she had erroneously assumed the structure was a bed, except the nice female human who had shown her to her room had been very clear when gesturing. “Bed and a table.” The human had then set the candle down on the table and left Tisk to her own devices.
She did not like being wrong. Granted it was part of learning, and would lead to greater knowledge. However, it was one thing to be wrong while practicing and experimenting. It was another thing to be wrong about something she had accepted as truth. That seemed to be happening a lot lately.
Tisk did not like the feeling at all.
At the very least, the discovery of the bed showed to her that adventurers did not completely ignore all things grass. While the mattress was far too large for her to eat all of it at once, adventurers had much larger stomachs. The mattress seemed to her to be an appropriate size for them to eat as a late-night snack. Certainly, they would need to have large appetites, but it was not like she ever saw them eating grass elsewhere. It was strange to her that they apparently ate their grass in private, why else put beds in private rooms, but there was much about the behavior of the two-legs that she would need to adapt to.
There is just so, so much.
She flopped to her side, noting that the bed was actually much softer than the floor or dirt. A thought occurred to her. Perhaps people did use beds to sleep in. Honestly, she could not fault them for sleeping where they ate. Being able to wake up, take a nibble, and then go back to sleep without moving seemed quite pleasant to Tisk.
Focus.
Tisk needed to organize her thoughts and begin prioritizing. Her bunny brain could only hold so much at once, and she really was at her limits. She needed to compartmentalize.
One: organize and catalog everything I have learned.
That was easier thought than done. But considering that she tended to automatically try to do that, even to the point of distraction, it would get done eventually.
Two: Join up with my new friends.
She liked her adventuring friends. She wanted to be an adventurer. It seemed logical that she would go on an adventure with them. If she was going to do so, she would need to make sure that she made her way south to Lastford where they would meet up before going to Iliodos
Three: Learn how to blend in with all the two-legged people.
That was always going to be a priority, at least until she fully figured it out. However, if she was going to spend a lot of time with her friends, there would be a lot of opportunities for them to notice anything strange or off about her. It meant that she needed to be better prepared before they met up again. She would need to make a point of interacting with people and taking some risks on her way to Lastford. It would be important to figure out what people would and would not find strange.
Her friends would probably expect Sir Ironpaw to remove his armor at some point. That might eventually be a problem. Hopefully, she would come up with a solution.
Four: Learn more about Justicars.
If she was going to be an adventurer, she needed to determine what type she would be. Obviously, she could use magic, and Sir Ironpaw was a knight. But that still did not determine what type of adventures she would go on. Being a bunny devoted to protecting order seemed appealing.
Five: Find out if bunnies exist in any other dungeons.
It did not really affect her situation at all. However, it was still important to know if she was the last of her kind. Luckily, she felt that meeting up with the others would eventually answer that question. The plan was to go into another dungeon after all.
Six: Figure out if it was really all my fault.
That was a big one. It should probably rank higher on her list. Tisk was not looking forward to trying to sleep. She doubted it would be very restful. She still did not know which way she wanted that question to go, but either way, certainty and knowledge were always better than uncertainty.
Seven: Get some books.
Hopefully, that would be an easy one. Just walk into a store, grab some books, and hand over some coins. Tisk had not noticed any store dedicated to books in Serpent's Pass, but she was sure there was one somewhere. What type of settlement would not have a place dedicated to books?
From Frevir’s demonstration with his librevore and some of the rest of their conversation, it seemed like books had answers. She was not sure how one would get those answers out of a book, but she could figure that out after she had one. The first step was to get her paws on a book.
Eight: Save Fate.
Tisk sat up and blinked, looking around. Where had that one come from? She did not even know what that even meant. The thought did not even make any sense. Only... She shook her head. She was too tired.
Eight: Practice.
It was clear that she needed to improve her stamina. Sir Ironpaw was quite skilled, but Tisk was sure that even he had room for improvement. If they were going to be adventurers, they were going to be good adventurers in every way that the word had meaning.
Hunting those basilisk creatures seemed like good practice to Tisk. Plus, it would be on the way to Lastford. Plus again, it would earn them coin.
Her journey south would be killing far more than two snakes with a single stone, and that fact helped to reaffirm that the trip was a good idea.
Nine: Figure out how to be a good bunny.
She did not know if that was even possible. There was also the fact that being a good bunny might be fundamentally incompatible with the lifestyle she was choosing. Would being a good… person be a suitable replacement? Ultimately, she did not know. But gaining the knowledge would be the first step.
Ten: Come up with a more comfortable way to ride along with Sir Ironpaw.
If Tisk could have smiled like a human, she would have. Instead, her little bunny nose just twitched up in delight. With her earlier shopping, she felt that she may have already solved the problem that had subjected her poor body to so much pain and discomfort throughout the day.
Realizing that she was starting to get tired, it was probably best that she get started on implementing her solution to that tenth item right away.
In the worst-case scenario, she could always ride along inside a sack. However, it did not seem like the most comfortable solution and was certainly not nearly dignified enough for a bunny such as herself. Besides, she was soft. Sacks were soft. She did not like the idea of something impacting a soft sack with a soft bunny inside. Inside Sir Ironpaw’s shell seemed much safer.
And she would not be able to see anything from inside a sack.
The sack was out. Unless her other idea did not work. In that case, she supposed she would have to settle.
[Thearthea]
Sir Ironpaw, if you could lay down on the floor please and open your helmet. Thank you very much.
With his prone form, Tisk would not need to fight against gravity while enacting her plan. She was still not sure if it would work, but at least she did not need to worry about falling into his grinding gears.
Tisk hopped down to the floor and grabbed the edge of her sack in her mouth, pulling it over and causing some of the contents to spill open. The whole process would be easier with hands, but she did not want Sir Ironpaw moving while she worked.
The items now scattered across the floor, along with the sack itself, were the fruits of her earlier shopping. Slowly she began nudging items to one side, sorting through her belongings. They were things that she owned. That still required getting used to. Yes, she had tucked away her coins back in the dungeon, but for the most point bunnies shared everything with one another.
One big warren, one big bunch of bunnies. Even if she had her own little chamber and her own little bag of coins.
And of course, she had always had her words. Perhaps ownership was not that big of an adjustment. Of course, she had to wonder if she could really own a word, even if it was in her head. Even the words that she had created such as Greenders and Tallens for some of the different types of grass might not really be hers.
Tisk realized that not all of the items that she needed had actually fallen out of the sack. Yes, things would certainly be easier with hands, but her life had always been like that. She supposed Sir Ironwpaw could have gotten everything ready for her, but he had already done so much that Tisk felt he deserved a break. Besides, Tisk did not want to get too soft. It would be a shame to become the type of bunny that could not do anything for herself, not that there was all that much she could do without hands and thumbs. But she was a proud and independent bunny.
Still, she would treat it as a puzzle. She had gotten to where she was by overcoming challenges, and if she ever wanted to become more than just some bad little lost bunny, she needed to face hardships head-on.
Today, her challenge was squirming into the sack opening and pulling out what she needed.
I’m sorry that I did not ask if you wanted any of the stew. Though I don’t think you would have liked it. The bread perhaps, but you don’t have any teeth do you. Well, you do, but those are on gears and aren’t like the kind you use for eating... unless they ARE how you eat.
As she hunted about for what she was looking for she kept up a conversation with Sir Ironpaw. Or at least she tried to make it a conversation. Conversations normally had at least two people participating.
Since arriving in the room she had been trying to talk to Sir Ironpaw. Not just “talk” as she had been throughout the day, but to properly talk with him. If they were to be friends, it seemed only propper.
He rarely responded. If she gave an order or made a request, he would comply. But attempts to solicit his opinion on things — such as if he liked the name she had given him — were completely futile. Tisk hoped that he was just shy. Perhaps if she gave it enough effort, eventually he would respond with propper words of his own.
She knew that was unlikely. When she had first connected to him, she had felt an absence. Understanding but no will. She did not quite comprehend it, but she knew that his mind was different from her own. Tisk was not sure if Sir Ironpaw was even capable of liking or disliking his name.
Still, she would not treat him as just a thing or a tool. He deserved better than that.
Soon she was climbing into Sir Ironpaw’s helmet dragging behind her a piece of cloth by its corner. She had considered having him remove his helmet, she knew most knights could. However, she also knew that Sir Ironpaw was different. Removing the helmet would break some of those glowing lines inside him, and she was worried about what that might do. After all, she would never ask any of her other new friends to remove their heads.
So, she plopped down onto the back of the helmet with the cloth in her mouth. At first, it was not too much of a challenge. Using her nose, she pushed the edge of the cloth into the crevice where the helmet met armor. Tisk skipped over those sections where the magical lines linked together but otherwise went around the helmet. She needed Sir Ironpaw to turn his head to the side, and also flip over for her to reach everything.
Tisk tried to be thorough. She did not want it to come loose in battle. There were a few other creases in the metal she tucked cloth into, and she was able to push the cloth over some of the tinny metal protrusions, hooking it on.
That was the easy part.
She had purchased a jar of what was called “alchemical paste.” It was a sticky substance that the shopkeeper had told her was often used in layering leather and cloth armor. It also had the advantage that it would dissolve when exposed to another harmless chemical, so she was not too worried about messing up. Worst case scenario, she could always start from scratch.
Balancing the brush in her mouth was… It was difficult to say the least. But she eventually got the paste slathered onto the inside of the helmet. The fact that she also got it all over the floor and the outside of Sir Ironpaw was not too important.
Though, at one point she needed to take a break and have Sir Ironpaw get up and wipe her down with the solvent. If it was not for the fact it would mean lying, Tisk would have denied it afterward, but she may have gotten herself glued to the floor. Luckily the cleaning chemical worked more or less as advertised, though Tisk was horrified at the way her fur smelled.
Hopefully, a good roll in some dirt would take it right out, otherwise, she was sure she would stand out to predators.
After she was done with the paste, she took a break to eat a bit more straw to get the taste of the wood brush’s handle out of her mouth. She had chewed on wood before, and she supposed it was not too bad, as such things went, but at some point either a bit of the paste or solvent had gotten on the handle and the taste was more than a little foul.
After her well-deserved rest, Tisk pulled out a second, larger piece of cloth. She did not need to take as much care with the placement that time. It was pressed against the interior sides of the helmet, the paste holding it in place, and finally draped over the first piece of cloth.
In the end, the interior of the helmet was padded, if only a little bit, with a double layer of cloth that would hold her up and give her a place to sit. All in all, it seemed like it would be much more comfortable.
The padding had almost been an afterthought. It was not until she had walked through a store selling armor that she realized that adventurers all had padding if they wore anything close to what Sir Ironpaw had. Then she thought about what would happen to her if something struck Sir Ironpaw in the head. It had not been a pretty mental picture.
She would give the paste the night to settle and test her work in the morning.
What she really wanted to do just then was to go to sleep. This most recent task of modifying Sir Ironpaw’s helmet had just been the last in a very very long day. However, she did not know how long it would be until she was in another inn.
It was the perfect time for her to work on her third goal, learning more about people.
Tisk wanted to give Sir Ironpaw the night to rest and give the helmet the night to dry. Besides, being as large as he was, he would draw attention. She was a small bunny. People missed small things all the time.
Despite her desire to let Sir Ironpaw have a break, she did need his help with opening the door. It opened inwards, and she could not think of an easy way to operate it with her tiny bunny paws. Perhaps she could have come up with a solution eventually, but she had other things to do that night and did want to get a chance to sleep. However, she made a note to think more about the door problem later. It was not the first time a door had blocked her way, and she doubted it would be the last. It could be the new number ten on her list, assuming the cloth and paste held.
Before she let Sir Ironpaw sit back down, she had him gather their belongings back into the sack. Tisk could dump things out much more easily than she could pick them back up. When he was done, all that was left were the clumps of straw that had managed to get glued to the floor. She actually thought that it gave the room a homier look.
But, with the door open just a crack, she peeked out into the hallway. It was not as well lit as the common room or even her room with its single candle. There were no other people walking about, but she had expected as much from the lack of sound.
The humans and the other two legs were all heavy enough that the floorboards creaked constantly under their weight. However, being rather smaller than a person, Tisk was able to hop down the hall silently. Despite her earlier thoughts about wishing for a bunny-sized inn, it almost seemed like this was tailored for her. As long as she kept her ears open, she would easily be aware of anyone coming well in advance.
She still kept the Thearthea spell active, and the link with Sir Ironpaw open. With so much recent practice, it took only a small bit of focus. Though she did notice, as the distance between them increased, so did the difficulty of maintaining the spell. While she would like nothing more than to give her strained magic a break, it seemed prudent to keep the ability to call for help in case something happened.
Imagine the tale of the delightful cute blue bunny that ended up as stew because she failed to be vigilant. She doubted that anyone would ever do anything like actually putting a bunny or any other small animal into a stew, but how was she to know all the varieties. They had rabbit stew for rabbits, so perhaps they had snake stew for snakes. What else would they put in snake stew other than cute bunnies?
That cute bunny that ended up as snake stew had a powerful friend just down the hall, but because she was a bad lazy bunny, she had no way to call for help.
No, that would not be Tisk. So despite the strain, which after such a long day really seemed close to unbearable, she kept her magic flowing.
Tisk made her way to the landing of the stairs without any incident. Peering past the railing, she looked down into the common room. While it seemed that some people had gone off to their rooms, there were still plenty drinking and talking. Not as many were eating, but she supposed that was because it was after dinner.
While Tisk had been with her friends earlier, she had noticed the high ceiling in the common room crisscrossed with timbers. She remembered her time in the dungeon and how no one ever seemed to look up.
Leaping from the landing up to the rafters would be quite a jump, but if there was one thing Tisk was good at, it was jumping, or rather, hoping.
[Mop]
Up she went.
[Floft]
She landed with barely even a soft little thud, the sound being muffled almost entirely by her softness spell and the chatter below. Perched upon one of the beams she had an excellent view of the common room if she just glanced over.
More importantly, she could hear everything.
If anything she could hear too much. There were half a dozen conversations all happening at once. For a second she struggled to control her breathing as she was nearly overwhelmed by it all. Tisk wished there were more of her, or at least more of her thoughts to keep track of it all.
Bunnies multiplied like… well bunnies. She just wished she could do the same for her mind.
Still, there was no point in idle fantasies when there was important intel to be gained from the floor below. Tisk did her best to focus on one or two conversations at a time. She would shift whenever one lingered on a topic that she already felt knowledgeable enough in, or the opposite. Some of the conversations clearly required contexts that she simply lacked. Once she would have latched onto those and tried to drink it all in, but with so many options available, she chose a more useful category of conversations.
She focused on people talking about things that she knew, but did not understand. She kept one ear open for words that she still had questions about or was still shaky about. Who knew how many days’ worth of learning she would be able to cram into a single night.
One woman was talking about “The King’s Law.” Tisk was not sure who this King fellow was, but obviously, he must be pretty impressive. They named the more valuable crowns after him and it seemed he could make his own rules.
Her attention darted to another man. He seemed sad and was spilling his drink a lot as he talked.
“Thanks for adding the ice... I’m trying to understand it better you see. No — no better, deeper. I can shoot a bolt of ice. Glaciespica. Or I used to. Could do a wall as well. It’s not just cold, but even if that was it, what’s cold? I thought it might be stillness for a while. Water flows and ice doesn’t. Except the river keeps flowing beneath the ice.”
He plucked a chunk of ice from his drink.
“Watch it melt. It can slide around now. Snow falls. Ice cracks and splinters and changes. Perhaps less fluid, but it still retains some of that flexibility. Maybe true ice would lack that. It could be what I’m missing. Not sure if I have ever seen true ice. Think I’m at risk or ruining my understanding of the concept of bolts and walls of ice. Probably already have. Chasing after pure ice, gone and ruined my magic. Can barely hold together a spell.”
His words became more incoherent as he took another swig of his drink. Tisk decided to turn her attention to one of three others that seemed interesting.
Tisk practically melted into the wooden timbers just like the man’s ice.
This is so amazing.




Chapter 6 

The First Day

When Tisk had finally crawled into bed, she had fallen asleep with many plans for the next day.
It was going to be the first day of her life outside of the dungeon. It would be the first time she would wake up and not be... not be home she supposed. In a way, it would be the start of a new life, and Tisk wanted to make sure that it was a good one. There was so much to do, so much she could do.
She was going to make one last shopping trip, being sure to purchase some books, now that she knew what they were. Then she would march out of town with Sir Ironpaw, find some mean basilisks, and take their eyeballs.
From there, the plan was a bit less clear. Depending on if luck was on her side maybe she might even run into a Justicar who could explain more about what they did and how to be good versus bad.
The others had been sure to describe how to get there and where they would meet up. Tisk was not entirely sure that she had understood all of the words they had used with their directions, but she was sure that she would manage. ‘
She knew that it would take more than a day to reach Lastford, even if she was taking a direct route. So if she stumbled across another inn, she could rent a room. Supposedly they would be cheaper outside dungeon towns or major settlements. Otherwise, she would come up with something else for the night.
All those plans disappeared from her mind the moment she woke up. It seemed as if her entire body was in agony. She certainly knew that some of her muscles would be sore, and she had been knocked around a tad, but she had no idea it would be so bad.
Honestly, based on how she was feeling, she could hardly believe that she had lasted so long. How had she ever managed to sneak out of her inn room to sneak up into the rafters? Things had not seemed so sore earlier. But now that she had allowed her body to rest for a little bit, it had decided that it just was not going to do anything.
So Tisk said goodbye to her plans and instead just snuggled in deeper to the straw that cushioned her, taking a few bites.
Perhaps it was not the end of the world to take the day off. Her friends had told her she probably had a few days before she really wanted to leave town. And with them stuck until the Justicar talked with them, she was in no real rush. It felt like a waste, but there were still some productive things she could do while laying there like a bunny blob.
For example, she could think. There was still so much for her to think about.
Her observations from the rafters the previous night had not revealed anything world-shaking. Instead, there were simply many more pieces of the puzzle that was the world. Tisk also felt her eavesdropping would go a long way towards developing her social skills.
Until recently, properly interacting with people had been but a distant dream. So observing the protocols and norms in a conversation had always been a rather low priority. She had certainly picked up some of it, but the meaning of their words was always more important.
So she could think about and catalog everything that she had learned. If she closed her eyes, she might even be able to imagine what the Port City of Fariana looked like. That was where one of the group of adventurers she had listened to was headed. Or perhaps she could dream about what the sands of the Vari would be like. Just what was sand anyway?
Except there was a small problem.
Even her mind was mush. At the very least, her bunny brain was not in any pain. Well, at least not too much pain. There was a throbbing at the front of her skull, but it did not really change no matter what she did. Again, Tisk had to admit that was not entirely true and needed clarification. It did not change no matter what she thought. The dull pulsing was a constant regardless of what was going through her brain.
But if she moved her head the wrong way, the pain would flare up far and be anything but a faint echo. So it did in fact change based on what she did.
Her head was still much preferable to the sensation of her body. Even lying there she felt sore, but even the twitch of a muscle would bring discomfort. She suspected most of it came from holding her perch inside of Sir Ironpaw for so long, but there was little she could do about that now.
So her brain pain was something that she could live with, not that she had any choice. But it was not really what bothered her anyway. The fact that her brain was no longer functioning properly was the real concern.
Tisk had always been concerned that one day she would fill her little head up and then there would be room for nothing new. Part of her was worried that last night she had finally pushed it past that limit. While she had not forgotten anything, as she had suspected would have happened, something was clearly wrong.
Though perhaps she had forgotten things! How would she remember? That was an unpleasant thought. She had never really considered that she had no good way of keeping track of things that were no longer there. Tisk supposed that was perhaps the purpose of books and mentally bumped acquiring them up to an even higher priority.
The problem, at the moment, with her brain at least, was that she was having trouble thinking. Tisk would start off pondering one thing, and then several minutes would have passed and she would realize she had made no progress. Worse, was how her mind was wandering. She kept looking up at the ceiling and wondering how it had gotten up there.
While that was perhaps a very interesting question worthy of investigation, there were more important things. She just could not focus.
Tisk heard another pair of footsteps walking down the hall, but did not react. They were outside her room, and she was inside. Even if they wanted to get in, Sir Ironpaw was sitting against the door. They would need to move his weight.
However, as Tisk expected, the footsteps passed right on by.
What was I thinking about again?
Right, she had been looking at the ceiling. How did it get there? She did not think the dungeon had built this place. They were outside of where the dungeon had been, even when it still existed. Another dungeon perhaps? Except, she had seen those dwarves working on building their conclave. This entire inn had been built by people.
So how did they do the ceiling?
She had seen that man, presumably making a wall. But the wall was down where he was, and the ceiling...
It was just so high up there, and-
FOCUS!
As interesting as the ceiling was, there were more important things to think about. Like magic. She had used her magic for nearly a day straight, far more than she had ever done so before. Those mana jellies had helped, but Tisk was beginning to think that she needed to be careful with them.
When the nice girl who showed her to the room had knocked on the door that morning, asking if the “good knight” was planning on staying for another day, it had taken everything Tisk had just to power Sir Ironpaw enough to respond. She had gotten him to the door and he had handed the girl a copper king. Tisk hoped that the girl had not seen the cute bunny lying on the bed, but honestly could not bring herself to care too much by that point.
Then with the door closed, she let her friend collapse against it.
Using magic… That had been agony, and it had put the pain in her body to shame.
It was only upon reflection that she understood what she did, and even then Tisk still was not sure if she fully comprehend her actions. Or perhaps it was just an issue of holding the comprehension before it drifted away.
Yesterday she had already been sore and tired from using her magic so much. The mana jellies had not removed that fatigue, only allowed herself to push herself further. They had covered it up. The constant flow of energy had been eroding the edges of that pool inside her.
Tisk imagined that pool had lost its clarity and was now tainted with blood from the organ that held her magic. She still did not know what organ that was, or honestly if it even existed, but she figured it must. Her abuse of it would have worked it raw, and she could almost see the sores leaching into the magical pool.
It had made her energy sluggish. Even ignoring the pain, her magic moved slower as if it was now a sludge. But it would heal and get better. That’s what injuries did. At least she hoped that this one would.
She was not entirely sure it was the fault of the mana jellies. But in retrospect, she might have gone overboard with them. For a human, they were only a mouthful. Not even if the human had a big mouth. But for a little bunny like her?
Once she had heard adventurers talking about “potion sickness.” A friend of theirs had overdosed and drank too much. Frevir had said the mana jellies were an alternative to potions. It all made sense. It was also a good thing. Not that she was sick, but because she thought potion sickness was something that would get better with a bit of rest.
It was not like the ceiling. Just resting would not tell her anything about the ceiling.
Stop staring at it.
Tisk rolled over and buried her nose deeper into the straw. If she could not see the ceiling, perhaps she would not think of it. Inching her neck forward, she took a small bite. At least she had plenty of food for her convalescence.
It was strange to think that just a day ago she had been a simple dungeon bunny minding her own business. Well, perhaps she stuck her snout into other people’s business, but adventurers were always so loud when they talked. How could they not expect curious bunnies to listen? It was hardly her fault they were so fascinating.
At some point she just needed to move. It was not that she wanted a better look at the ceiling, or to get a view of a different patch, no it was just restlessness. Besides, she did not want anyone to accuse her of being a lazy bunny. Tisk rolled over again and hopped out of the bed.
It hurt, but at the same time, it felt good to be moving. She made some lazy circles about the room, pointedly not looking up at the ceiling above. She was quite done with ceilings, thank you very much.
Then she looked up at the windowsill.
It was a bit of a hop, even had she been feeling better. But it was hardly a mop. The question was if she should risk using magic. On the one paw, it could aggravate whatever injury she had caused herself. On the other paw perhaps it would help. She could imagine it flushing some of that sludge out of her system. Loosening and limbering up her metaphorical magical muscles.
In the end, it was her desire to look out the window that won out.
[Mop]
It was not her most graceful of leaps. In fact, she probably had not pulled off such an ugly mop since she had first unlocked her magic. Her nose smashed into the window, causing the glass to rattle and Tisk to recoil in pain.
Tisk rubbed the back of a paw against her nose. She knew glass was fragile and was glad she had not gone clear through it. Looking down at the street below, she judged the distance. It would have required floft to avoid the possibility of injury. She would have been able to get back up with a properly executed mop, but the keyword there was properly executed.
For all she knew, she would have gone through someone else's window or ended up on the roof. Of course, that was all assuming she would have avoided cutting herself up too badly on the glass.
There were people in the street. How would they have reacted to a cute little bunny shattering through a window and then falling to the ground only to lie in a growing pool of her own blood?
Probably not well.
Tisk let out another sigh. She should be thankful she had not put anymore energy into the mop and that the glass had stopped her flight. Her sore nose would just serve as a reminder to be careful with her magic until she was feeling better.
However, now that she was on the windowsill, it would be silly not to take advantage of it.
Being on the second floor and behind glass, Tisk could not make out much in the way of clear conversation from the street below. There were too many sources of noise and they were too far away, such that they all blended together. That was not even taking into account the way in which the glass seemed to muffle everything. However, even without being able to hear them, she had always enjoyed watching adventurers, and even if not everyone down below was an adventurer, they were all people.
That was close enough for Tisk.
As always, watching people go about what was normal for them was soothing for Tisk. It still amazed her the things they did so casually and without effort.
Sir Ironpaw was great. However, his hands and voice were just the borrowed power of a friend. Tisk still could not truly call them her own and still envied the people she watched.
She knew it was selfish to want more. She already had so much. Compared to the other bunnies she was infinitely more blessed. For one thing, she was not squashed flat beneath a rock. Yet, she was still not satisfied. Truly, she was a bad greedy bunny.
Tisk’s haunches fell as she laid down on the window sill, her mood dampened. A bunny like her did not deserve to have hands and a voice. It was honestly surprising that anyone even wanted to be her friend. It was probably only because they did not know what kind of bunny she was. They did not know she was a bunny at all.
Outside, she watched as people left the town. Sometimes it was by ones and twos. Other times it was in larger groups with wagons and those weird horse creatures. Some people went North, to Phoenix Roost, Tisk supposed. Maybe they did not know or did not believe that the dungeon was upset. Or perhaps, they wanted to take their chances anyway.
She supposed there could be other towns or dungeons up North. Perhaps the road split, or it kept going after it reached Phoenix Roost. Maybe it went on forever. The number of possibilities was in fact mind-boggling and far too many for Tisk to catalog them all.
But the fact of the matter was, Tisk was reasonably confident that Phoenix Roost was the most significant location of note in the immediate North.
Even more people seemed to be traveling South. That was the direction to Lastford and eventually the dungeon complex. Based on what she heard about the size of Iliodos, it made sense that it would have a large draw.
Tisk would eventually be going that way, though she would not be following the road the entire time.
She did notice a third category of people. It seemed like some adventurers either did not or could not believe that her dungeon was destroyed. As she sat there watching, people would wander off towards where her home once was, and then after a while, they would return plodding along, frowns on their faces.
She could understand them. If she had heard about the dungeon being destroyed second paw, and somehow not been crushed inside it, she would have wanted to see it for herself. Even if she had believed the person telling her, and why would she not? Only the vilest of people would spread falsehoods, and Tisk did not think she would ever associate with people like that.
Except…
Tisk had been associating with at least one person who had twisted words to mean something they did not. Garret had lied when they had first met and she had tried to talk with the group.
Honestly, she did not know Garret as well as the others. He had not been there for the battle, but then again, it was not like she got to know the others that well while fighting. He also had not talked as much as the others, often deferring to them. However, it did seem like the group was trying to help train and educate the younger human, so maybe they would help him with his problem.
But they were knowingly associating with someone who hurt words as well.
She did not necessarily dislike the adventurer. If she did not know that he had lied, he would seem like a perfectly all-right person. But the fact of the matter was that he had lied.
A person could not just lie one moment and be good the next.
But then Tisk had gone and forgotten about it. Not once during dinner had the memory passed her mind. Things had been perfectly pleasant, and Garret had seemed somewhat respectful even, if a bit rough around the edges. But then again, who was she to judge an adventurer’s manners? She grew up in a dungeon after all.
This is a conundrum.
Garret was a liar. She knew that for a fact. He had told her not to worry and that he was just stretching his legs, when he had been clearly trying to sneak up on her. But Garret might also be her friend.
If she had been more diligent, Tisk would have just avoided becoming maybe-friends with him in the first place. It might have been a bit rude to shun him, but frankly, it would have been nothing he did not deserve. However, now it seemed that Tisk was stuck between a rock and — well… another rock.
She had heard it time after time from adventurers. Friends did not betray one another. Comrades did not leave one another behind. An adventurer did not turn their back on a party member.
Tisk could not just stop being friends with Garret. She had already done enough unforgivable deeds; she did not need to add another one. Even if she could, it would likely hurt her friendship with the others. However, neither could she just overlook his transgressions.
While Tisk suspected that Garret did need to be punished, she still did not understand whose job it was to undertake those types of actions. Perhaps it was the Justicar’s job. Tisk was also not quite sure how to carry out a punitive task without in fact betraying her growing friendship with the others. Killing everyone Garret knew would, in fact, require killing her friends. The fact of the matter was that Tisk was still a bit reluctant about the idea of wholesale slaughter.
So, she would take a different approach.
It was possible that his lying was not born out of any maliciousness towards either herself or words themselves but rather out of simple incompetence. It was hard to imagine an adventurer failing to understand something that was so obvious to Tisk, but he was a young adventurer if she judged such things right.
Perhaps he had not simply learned all there was about words. The way he said everything with a thick accent and truncated so many words in that awful manner certainly pointed to that fact. Maybe no one had explained to him that words were supposed to mean certain things, and that lying perverted that meaning. It was also possible that not all people were equally as intelligent. Tisk had always suspected that she was smarter than the other bunnies. Perhaps Garret was simply stupider than the other adventurers.
Tisk nodded her head in satisfaction. She knew that if she thought about the problem enough it would make sense. The fact that he was a liar was much more forgivable if he simply did not know any better. It was also something that she could help with. Eventually, they were going to meet up in Lastford. When they did so, she would do her best to educate Garret in proper respect for words. She was sure that the rest of the group was already doing so, but if Garret really was stupid, they might need all the help they could get.
The rest of the day was filled with more such thoughts and idle musings. Much to her chagrin, there was more staring at the ceiling as well. But it really was fascinating, perhaps just not as pressing as some of the other things she should have been thinking about. But despite her addled state of mind, she was able to learn a lot just watching the street down below.
To her immense relief, her brain seemed to work a bit better as the day went on. Some of the fog cleared and maintaining a proper train of thought became easier. Likewise, her body started feeling a bit less like she had been wrestling with a snake.
The naps helped. While she would have enjoyed spending most of the day looking out the window, she spent most of it either sleeping or snacking on her bed. During her moments of wakefulness, she would make her way back over to the windowsill with an extremely carefully executed mop.
Using her magic was as much to reassure herself that she still could, and to check if it was feeling better, as out of necessity. It was getting better, she thought, but she could tell it was re-aggravating the soreness. So eventually, she scooched the chair along with tiny little headbutts until it was alongside the windowsill. The pressure on her head was painful, but it had been a different type of pain.
After kicking the pillow and blankets off of the bed, and pushing them next to the chair, Tisk then had a makeshift staircase she could use to get to the windowsill without using magic. It still required a bit more vigorous hopping and scrambling than she would have liked, but she felt it was important to not allow her body to get too lazy.
As the sun began to set, Tisk fell asleep curled up in a torn up pillow, which she had discovered was also filled with dried grass.




Chapter 7

Illiterate

Tisk finally left the inn on the third day.
After that first day of full rest, she had been feeling a lot better. The biggest improvement of all was that she no longer cared about the ceiling anymore. Well, if she had to be honest, which Tisk needed to be, she was still a little bit curious. After all, how did they get it up there? But her brain finally understood that there were much more important and pressing — if perhaps less interesting — things to think about.
She had considered leaving on the second day. The fact that physically, she still felt like she was not yet better, hopefully, would not matter if Sir Ironpaw carried her around everywhere. However, the unfortunate truth was that she did not think she would be able to keep Sir Ironpaw going a full day by herself. Ideally, she did not want to rely on those mana jellies.
Well, perhaps a bit of mana jelly would be fine. But no more than one per day. Certainly not more than two.
The fact of the matter was that she just did not think she had been up to it.
Tisk had gone on a test outing. It had been a trial of both the padding and “hammock” she had added to Sir Ironpaw’s helmet and own magic. They had gone out shopping, looking for books and any other items that she thought she would need when she was eventually ready to make her way towards Lastford.
While she had not found a store dedicated to books, she had managed to find two books that she could buy.
In the Adventurer’s Fall, she had found a “Monster Almanac.” Another shopkeeper had sold her a worn copy of “Earlwind’s History of the Empire.”
They were both expensive. In fact, each one individually was more expensive than anything else she had purchased. At three and two silver kings respectively, they had put a large dent in her silver.
Tisk still had four silver kings left after her other purchases, but she had spent all of her silver princes on mana jellies that first-day exploring town when she had still been transitioning from her old life to this new one. She supposed that she was still transitioning, but it seemed better not to think of it that way. It was easier to think about the future than the past.
Luckily Tisk still had a fair amount of copper, which seemed perfectly fine for all of her incidental expenses, as well as the two gold princes. She planned to save those for an emergency — or if she saw something really nice that she wanted.
The fact that she had managed to purchase any books, let alone two, made her shopping trip a huge success. Tisk had assumed that there would be a store dedicated to just books, because why would there not be. In fact, she had half expected to find multiple such stores. Books were filled with words and ideas, though she was still fuzzy on the exact mechanism by which that worked. It seemed to Tisk that it should be the most important and popular type of store.
However, when she had asked the shopkeeper at Adventurer’s Fall where she could find a book shop, she just received a funny look and was told she would need to go to a city.
At the very least, it was reassuring to know that there were bookstores, even if only in cities. It made a certain kind of sense, Tisk supposed. The very fact that everyone surely wanted to read books probably contributed to their value. She also suspected that who or whatever was responsible for making them must know a tremendous amount of words, thus making their time valuable. She could only imagine how many kings and princes of all types would be enough to purchase enough books to fill a whole shop. So she understood that such a wondrous place would only be found in a larger settlement.
That did not mean she was happy with it. Still, she was the proud owner of two books. She had already accomplished item number seven on her list. She supposed even if she had found a shop, she would not have been able to afford too many more.
Despite the fact that overall she was satisfied with that shopping trip, it had also shown her that she needed more rest. Powering Sir Ironpaw did not hurt, exactly. But she could feel the strain.
So Tisk had retreated back to her inn room to spend the rest of that second day resting again. Luckily while resting she was able to make far better use of her time than the previous day. Her thoughts on ceilings were far more coherent — she had a guess on how they were made now — and she had been able to think about many other important ideas.
Even though she had decided it was best to refrain from excessive magic usage, and there was no conveniently placed glen for her to get physical activity — if she had been up to the task — her mind was at least working fine. She had not broken it after all. Whatever the previous day had been, it must have only been the symptoms of fatigue.
Her mind was functioning perfectly... and she had books.
Unfortunately, reading those books did not go as easily as she might have hoped.
Upon her discovery of the existence of books, or rather their purpose, Tisk had experienced a profound realization. The sound and form of a word were distinct from the word itself. The noises that came from the mouth of a person were just one way of representing the word. It was the concept and idea that were the inviolable core of meaning.
It made so much sense, that she had berated herself for not realizing it earlier. It helped explain all the accents and dialects as well as the fact that the words could exist inside her own mind independent of the sounds of the words.
The symbols in books and on signs were just another form that a word could take. For every word that she knew, for every word that existed, there must be a rune or runes that embodied that meaning.
Granted, Tisk had no idea how to interpret any of those symbols, but it was still a breathtaking revelation.
It had also occurred to her that magic was just words and ideas. As such, one ought to be able to write down magic. Written magic! She even considered that that could be what the glowing symbols inside of Sir Ironpaw’s armor were. Everything that he was could be written out clearly across his body, if Tisk only know how to read it.
She knew that she would have her work cut out for her deciphering the books. Tisk was still learning words and their concepts, and this was an entirely new dimension to explore. But it would be more than worth it. Books could contain hundreds of conversations and more information than she had learned in her entire life. And if she was ever worried about her little head running out of space, she could always rely on books to help store that information. Of course, she was not anywhere near ready to learn how to make a book, but imagined that she would get there eventually.
As she sat on her bed with her paws splayed out holding the first book open, her eyes ran across all of the symbols. Tisk remembered all of the slight variances in the sound of a word that added nuance to its meaning. Happy, sad, sarcasm, a rhetorical question. The same word’s meaning would be altered not just by the context surrounding the word, but the context embedded in the word itself. With speech, it was the pitch and cadence. A slight drop at the last syllable or an increase in volume could make a world of difference.
Tisk wondered what it would be with the written word. She would need to be on the lookout for slight variances every time she saw a repeated symbol. Perhaps the internal context would be depicted in color or size. Maybe words would contain additional flourishes and lines to indicate emotional tone. She suspected that whatever system people had, it would be even more nuanced than speech.
After all, to tell that a person was angry, it was not entirely necessary to hear their voice. People furrowed their eyebrows and turned their lips down. With speech, the listener automatically had the context of the entire situation and all they could see to help lean on for their understanding.
For books, she had none of that. Obviously, there must be some other system at play. Tisk was excited to see how so much emotion and context might be conveyed in those symbols.
It was a bit exciting partially because Tisk thought this was a way that she could communicate without the use of magic and without a borrowed voice. She could imagine dragging a stick through dirt and tracing out symbols while surrounded by a captivated audience.
It would be hard, almost like starting from scratch. But she had learned the speech of adventurers when she had known nothing, simply by being observant. Here she would be able to go over each page as much as she wanted and could go back and review pages at her leisure. She could do it without having to worry about a predator gobbling her up. Certainly, until she learned to interpret the symbols, she would be missing the situational context that her eyes had previously given her when watching adventurers, but Tisk would preserve.
What if some of the words smell different?
Scent was not something that adventurers seemed to rely on heavily. Tisk knew for a fact, or at least close enough that she considered it a fact, that her nose was far superior to most people. However, that did not mean they did not encode information into the smell of the letter. Perhaps they used different inks with different smells for different emotions.
She traced her nose across the page, sniffing deeply: the dry paper, a bit of oil and sweat from someone else’s hand, one type of ink. Not conclusive though, they might use different types elsewhere. However, based on everything else she knew about adventurers, Tisk began to suspect that they did not lean on smell in their writing.
Whether each symbol was only part of a word, or was in actuality multiple words was something Tisk would need to find out. She had taken another quick bite of straw from her mattress and then settled into deciphering the text.
Only there was something wrong with the book.
None of the symbols were clear.
Tisk did not mean to imply with her thoughts that their meaning was unclear. That should be obvious. No one should expect a bunny who had only begun to read to have a clear understanding of books.
The symbols were not physically clear. They were all... smudged together.
During the time that Tisk had spent in the village, she had seen a few people writing things down with quill and ink. Back in the dungeon, she had actually witnessed adventurers committing knowledge to paper, especially back in the early days, but at the time had not realized what she had been seeing.
So Tisk understood that perhaps whoever had written the book had smudged or smeared as they wrote. She flipped through the book, with some difficulty without hands, and saw that the entire thing was like that.
Perhaps the book had gotten wet at some point or was in some other ways defective. She knew that “History of the Empire” was an older text. Perhaps books spoiled? If so, they would not be as useful as a long-term information tool, but she still wanted to learn how to read.
[Thearthea]
Sir Ironpaw, could you please put my book away and get me “The Monster Almanac.” It’s the other book in our sack.
Tisk referred to the sack as belonging to both of them, because she felt it was only fair. She would have never escaped from the dungeon without Sir Ironpaw’s help, and even if it was at her instruction, it was Sir Ironpaw who had grabbed her coin purse. If they were going to be adventuring partners together, then it would only be fair to share the loot.
Sir Ironpaw did as Tisk had asked, and after she had directed him to sit back against the door, she cut the magical connection. The entire point of lying in bed for a second full day was to get some rest after all.
Tisk grabbed the corner of the cover in her mouth and lifted up with her head. As the book flopped open, her paws shot forward to hold the pages in place.
To her immense consternation, her other book possessed the same defect. It was newer, so unless books had a very short shelf life, it should not have gone bad. The almanac had come from a different store as the “History of the Empire,” so she doubted they had both gotten wet.
How often were their manufacturing defects?
She almost considered that the words were simply supposed to look like that. Except for the fact that she had seen words on the signs outside stores.
Those signs always had a picture of some sort, with words then below it. Those words were large and very clear. There was no blurring along the bold lines. In some cases, the paint might be a bit faded or chipped, though only in the cases of the older stores, but they were all quite readable.
Tisk suspected that those signs contained the name of the stores. She had noticed a correlation between the pictures and the names when greeted by one shopkeeper. If that was indeed the case, she thought she might even know how to read a few words, but she was not willing to commit to that until she saw the same symbols in the books.
But both books had the same smudging. When she looked closely at the pictures of monsters that appeared every few pages in the almanac, Tisk could see the same problem with the lines. Though with the pictures, it was not nearly as noticeable when she sat back and looked at them from more of a distance.
The books were smudged, but all the signs around town lacked the same… smudging?
Was it smudging?
Tisk went to take another nibble of straw and paused.
She focused on one of the pieces, really focused, staring at it intently.
It was not something she did often, stare at something closely. As a cute little bunny, that was not really how she typically used her eyes. Mainly she would continuously scan her surroundings, looking for any possible threat. It helped that her eyes were placed on the side of her head. She knew that predators tended to be built a bit differently that way, and suspected that they used their eyes in a way that was foreign to her.
Really the only time she focused her eyes on any one thing was when she spotted a potential threat. That and when she was watching adventurers, but she always did that from a distance. Staring at something close to her was simply not something she did often. At least not in such a focused way as she had been looking at the symbols in the books.
Honestly, Tisk relied fairly heavily on her sense of smell and hearing.
So she focused on the piece of straw in front of her. She focused on it in the same way as she had focused on the text on the page. That was how Tisk noticed something. It was something that she had somehow never caught before in her entire life. Though, as she thought on it, she began to realize that perhaps she had. It was how she always saw things, but it was only in that moment that she knew to actually look for it.
The straw was a straight stalk. Tisk knew that. But visually it was smudged.
No, not smudged, blurred. She glanced at the book again. It was fine. There was nothing wrong with it. When she looked at the words, they were all blurred, but it was not the book's fault. However, if it was not a fault of the book’s construction, then blame could lay in only one source.
Utter panic began to rise up in Tisk. Were bunny eyes really that different from a person’s? Yes, they were smaller, and on the side of her head rather than on the front. Certainly, they looked different with far, far less white.
It’s not fair.
That was all Tisk could think. Already, she was cursed with a body that could not speak. She lacked proper digits to manipulate things. Now she discovered that even her eyes failed her. Apparently, they were fundamentally incapable of doing what adventurers could do with ease.
What’s next, will I find out there are words I can’t hear?
Tisk buried her head into the straw and honked in misery. Books were supposed to… They were supposed to… Tisk was not really sure what all they were supposed to do for her, but she knew that they had to be wonderful.
She had a book. She had two. Yet, it seemed like she would never be able to read them. Maybe if the words were printed as large as the words on the signs outside all the shops she would be able to properly see them, but Tisk could not imagine how big the books would need to be to accomplish that.
Her eyes, it seemed, focused in a way entirely different than a real person’s. And in the end, if there was anything she was not, Tisk was not a person.
Perhaps there were other things she could have spent the rest of that day doing while resting. Certainly, there were. However, if she tried to do anything, her heart would not be in it.
At that moment, all she really wanted to do was yell out at the injustice in the world. Only, she could not really yell. She could make a louder honking or squealing noise, but not cry in the way a person could. And... It was not really injustice. She knew that she was a bad bunny. Tisk did not deserve to be able to read. In a way it was comforting, to know that she was simply reaping what she had sowed.
Still, that did not keep Tisk from crying herself to sleep.
The next day Tisk was fine.
She was FINE. She had to be.
When Tisk would eventually wake up, it would be to see the rising sun outside of her window as her third day as something other than a dungeon bunny began. She contemplated staying longer. Honestly, she still was not feeling completely recovered. But, she also knew that inaction was her enemy. Even though she wanted to do nothing other than wallow in self-pity at that moment, she knew that would not accomplish anything.
Besides, she eventually came up with a way to speak, even if it was using magic as opposed to the conventional method. Who was to say that she would not be able to come up with a way to do the same with reading. She was a clever bunny after all. The thoughts did not make her feel completely better, but they were enough to get her moving.
There was also the fact of the matter that reading was not so far out of her paws as speaking was. Her own sounds came nowhere close to replicating the sounds of people. However, she was fairly certain that she could read words if they were written large enough. That was something to work with. What exactly she would do with that information, Tisk had no idea. However, that was what thinking and pondering were for.
Tisk had Sir Ironpaw lift her up to his helmet and hopped inside. She then guided him in gathering up her belongings into her — their — sack. Most of it had already been put away, but she had left a few things out the night before, most notably the almanac.
Going down the stairs and entering the common room, Tisk and Sir Ironpaw approached the girl who had checked on them the last two mornings. Tisk instructed Sir Ironpaw in giving their farewell.
“I think I will be leaving this morning. Thank you for the room and for the delicious bed.”
The girl’s face screwed up in confusion. Tisk thought over the words again, trying to think of anything that might have been unclear, but couldn’t spot anything. Then Tisk realized what it must be and could not help but feel sad.
It seemed that the poor girl was not used to being thanked. It was a tad bit disillusioning to know that most adventurers had such poor manners, but Tisk supposed they often had important things to do. For Tisk’s part she had no strict timetable. As long as she did not linger for another day, she would be able to avoid the Justicar.
Even though part of her wanted to at the very least see an embodiment of law, she had decided to trust her new friends. That meant leaving town. Eventually, she had to be at Lastford, but if she understood the distances involved, she would have plenty of time to get there.
That meant she could spend a few more minutes being polite and brightening the girl’s day. Just because Tisk was sad, did not mean others needed to feel the same way.
At Tisk’s instruction, Sir Ironpaw put a fist over his chest in the way she had seen others do and parrotted her mental words. “Seriously. The inn provided an excellent rest, and the bed truly was a delicious snack.”
With those words spoken, Sir Ironpaw turned around and walked out of the Golden Flagon and then Serpent’s Pass.




Chapter 8 

On the Road to Lastford

Tisk took the road south for a short while.
It was less that she wanted to travel along the road, but more that she wanted to know what traveling on a road was like. She planned on leaving the road eventually in order to find some basilisks to hunt and she wanted to be able to find it again. That meant she needed to know what she would be looking for. Roads were still fairly new to her.
She had seen both the road north and south before obviously. It was hard to miss while wandering the town as it cut straight through it, and when she had first arrived, she had tried to make it seem like she entered from the road.
At the time it had seemed like little more than a dirt path to Tisk, and her evaluation had not improved too much since then. However, now she noticed more details than before. They were things that had always been there to see, but she had just not thought to look for.
The first point she spotted in the road’s defense was the lack of plant life on or around it. At the sides of the road, there was grass, but it seems like people had cleared all bushes and shrubs for at least a few feet on either side of it.
Tracing the road further south, it disappeared and reappeared with the rise and fall of the hills. However, when it reached a forest, it clearly cut a path through the woods.
The next thing she noticed was the clearly worn grooves in the dirt. Tisk had not thought about them when she had first entered the town, but now she wished she had at least made a prediction about what had caused them. She wondered how close she would have been.
Tisk doubted that she would have been able to imagine that they were wheel ruts from wagons. Wagons! Humans and all their ilk were so creative. Tisk would have never dreamed of turning the corpses of dead trees into a mode of conveyance.
So perhaps the path did deserve to be called a road. Really, Tisk ought to know by that point not to second guess adventurers. They obviously knew better than here, even if some of them like Garret were still learning.
She was surprised at how many were up at the crack of dawn. The humanoids were indeed industrious. Some seemed to be just up and about, getting a start on their day. Leaving town, Tisk passed a blacksmith heating his forge. She had caught a glimpse of him working while buying her books but had placed reading at a higher priority than watching him apply his craft.
Now, she was almost tempted to stay and watch. How did he reshape metal? She had seen it had something to do with heating the metal and hitting it with a hammer, but Tisk had no clue about the deeper mechanisms involved. But, as much as she wanted to observe the blacksmith work, she really had needed to hit the road. Besides, there would be other blacksmiths. At least Tisk hoped that would be the case. The only thing she thought that was really unique to this town had been the dungeon, and even then there were other dungeons still.
While some of the people scurrying about were townfolks getting started with their day, many were travelers like Tisk. She was not the only one headed south, though Tisk thought the overall population of the town had already dropped dramatically from when she first arrived.
Tisk had not given Sir Ironpaw any specific instructions about how fast to walk along the road, and so he was going at his normal speed. Some travelers were going faster but others still were going slower. Tisk did not mind. They were not in a race. If that was the pace Sir Ironpaw liked, then that was fine with Tisk.
This trip was the first true test of the padding she had installed in Sir Ironpaw’s helmet. Certainly, they had been out and around town for a bit the other day, but that had only been a short time. This trek would be a prolonged test under “field conditions.” So far Tisk was satisfied with her work. Someday if she discovered a better way to manipulate materials, she might make some modifications. There was room for improvement certainly, but that was true for everything.
All in all, it was relaxing to feel the gentle rise and fall of her makeshift “saddle” as Sir Ironpaw continued down the road. It was important that Tisk not get too sleepy, because her magic did require some focus to maintain. If she stopped feeding mana to Sir Ironpaw, he would just slow down and stop. At least she thought that was what would happen. Tisk realized she had never broken off their connection while Sir Ironpaw had still been carrying out a task.
She performed an experiment. It was simple enough, and it seemed like an important thing to know. Tisk broke the link established by thearthea and waited to see what happened. Less than a minute later Sir Ironpaw’s pace had slowed and he was plodding along. After perhaps another minute his motion was arrested completely, and he was standing as still as a statue.
Someone else passed them by on the road, and through the visor, Tisk could see them glancing back in curiosity. They were not important. Tisk had confirmed her hypothesis, though she really wished she had a pocket watch to time exactly how long it took. Perhaps the time depended on the level of activity.
Could I push extra mana down the link so that he could keep going longer?
It seemed like it ought to be possible. However, at the same time, Tisk did not understand Sir Ironpaw’s internals, and she did not want to risk hurting him. Perhaps, she could lend Sir Ironpaw her collar. It held a supply of mana, and while it was too small to fit around his large wrist, perhaps it could definitely serve as a ring, assuming it was not too loose.
Alternatively, Tisk could just pull her own weight.
[Thearthea]
Sorry about that, I was just testing something. If you could keep heading in the direction that we were going, that would be fantastic.
At some point, they passed by strange stone pillars on either side of the road. Tisk considered stopping and examining them further but decided it was best not to get sidetracked too early.
They followed along the road for some time. Unfortunately, “some time” was as specific as Tisk could get. She was regretting her decision to not purchase a clock — though that might have been cumbersome for Sir Ironpaw to carry. A pocket watch perhaps. She thought she was beginning to understand why people might want to quantify and measure time. The watch could have easily fit inside Sir Ironpaw’s head right beside her and would have been an easy way to check the time whenever she wanted. She could rest it against the small pouch with the mana jellies.
However, she could not fault herself too much for saving coin. Perhaps if she collected enough basilisk eyes into the jar she had purchased while looking for books she could afford to splurge a little.
The sun rose a bit. It was still not high, though it was clearly above the horizon. It was strange for Tisk to be so focused on it. She had measured the passing of day’s with “suns,” but that was more the influence from adventurers than anything else. The cycle of the glow trees had always been of more immediate impact.
As they walked, she could feel the sun’s warmth heating up Sir Ironpaw’s black armor. It was a pleasant feeling as it radiated through the padding she had installed. It was like being surrounded by a pile of fellow bunnies. 
Tisk shook her head. She needed to avoid falling asleep. Even if staying awake was not required by her magic, it would not be fair to Sir Ironpaw to rest while he did all of the work. The least she could do was to stay awake in solidarity.
Besides, there were so many interesting things to see. Occasionally someone would pass them by, traveling south at a brisk pace. Once a woman galloped past on a horse. That had made Tisk wonder about the process of acquiring a horse, and if one would be strong enough to handle Sir Ironpaw’s weight. Unfortunately, it was too late to be making such a purchase, and it would need to wait until the next settlement at the earliest.
To her disappointment, the other people were not as interesting as Tisk might have liked. If the people were passing them by, she only saw their backs. On the other hand, when Sir Ironpaw did the passing, Tisk still only saw their backs. It was not at all like Tisk’s normal people watching. At one point a person passed them going the other way. That was mildly more intriguing. After all, everyone was leaving Serpent’s Pass. Why where they going there? Perhaps they were just passing through on their way to Phoenix Roost, or maybe they were the Justicar her friends were waiting.
That was an exciting possibility. However, as Tisk took in the traveler’s plain clothes and relatively shabby appearance, she had a hard time reconciling the sight with the image of a gleaming knight in her mind. Surely, if she saw a Justicar, she would just know it.
Regardless of the traveler’s true identity, he and Tisk quickly passed. Tisk could no longer watch without having Sir Ironpaw turn around, and even then, Tisk would only be able to watch the traveler's back.
So for Tisk, oddly enough, watching people on the road was not the most interesting thing to see. The landscape was what truly drew her attention, once she allowed it. The terrain was so different from the dungeon.
For one thing, it was so open. Too open perhaps. Tisk had always suspected that there was a much larger cavern beyond her little bunny cave, but she never could have imagined it would be so expansive. Everything just kept going. In the distance to the East and West, Tisk could see the shadows of two mountain ranges. However, she knew that they were not walls nor impassible barriers. If she were to go around or over the mountains everything would keep going.
If she went far enough West, she would eventually hit the ocean, which was a concept she was still unclear on. It sounded like it was just a lot of water, which was weird to think about. She understood ponds, but something that was nothing but water? Tisk was not sure if she approved.
But past the mountains to the East, she would hit that desert people had mentioned. The Varia. But if she kept going even further, she would eventually reach the place her friends thought she was from.
She still did not know much about the East, other than the fact that it was apparently very different than this place. Considering how different the town of Serpent’s Pass already was from what she knew, the East must surely be a bizarre wonderland.
To the North and South, Tisk could not even see any sort of barriers, just the horizon. The line where the sky met the ground seemed like it should be some sort of barrier. However, Tisk thought if she tried to reach it, the horizon would just retreat further from her revealing more world to explore.
Everything was also so varied. The dungeon had variety, but it was all segregated. Each section had its own little contained environment and creatures. Here, everything was so mixed up. Off the road, she could see a worn-down farmhouse. Surrounding it were worked fields. But there was also a large tree randomly nearby. Then if she continued going South, she could see a forest, but at its edge was a small collection of homes. Not nearly enough to be a town, but certainly a village or perhaps a hamlet. Tisk had never been to either type of settlement so she was not sure.
However, after some more time, even that wonder began to fade into sameness. Just as when she had been being lulled by the gentle swaying of Sir Ironpaw, she found her attention wavering. But, it was not sleepiness that overpowered her focus, but rather hunger.
Sir Ironpaw, if you could grab some handfuls of grass and throw them into your helmet with me, it would be greatly appreciated. I need to have breakfast.
Perhaps Sir Ironpaw could be powered by only her magic, but Tisk needed to eat. If she had understood just how much travel was involved with adventuring when she had back in the inn, she would have taken some of the bed along with her to munch on the road. Unfortunately, by the time the reality of her situation had hit her, they had been long gone and someone else had always been close enough on the road to notice any attempts she made to acquire food.
However, at the moment the next person ahead of them was far in the distance, so even if they turned around they would notice nothing. The person behind them seemed to have stopped to talk with a farmer. It was the perfect opportunity.
Like always, Sir Ironpaw complied with her request with flawless grace. However, Tisk did note that she would need to come up with a better way for him to harvest grass. The blades were bent and crumpled from his fists grabbing and pulling them up.
She could still eat them… Tisk would just prefer her meal to have better aesthetic quality.
As Tisk began her meal, she also mused that she would need to teach Sir Ironpaw about the different types of grass. The blades he had harvested were a bit bitter for her taste, when she could clearly see a tuft that looked quite delectable at his feet.
It was hardly his fault, however. The dungeon had clearly been deficient in its education of Sir Ironpaw. Perhaps it was still in the middle of doing so when it had been destroyed. At the very least the dungeon had taught Sir Ironpaw how to fight. Frankly, it seemed like grass would be a good starting point for any educational curriculum, but perhaps that was a bunny’s prerogative.
Tisk instructed Sir Ironpaw to gather up some more grass, this time being a bit more specific in her instructions and being sure to explain her reasoning. She would save the bitter grass for later if she wanted a snack, or perhaps to use to spice up another meal. After all, sometimes a bit of bitterness was what was needed to tie together a pallet. Worst case scenario, she could use it as extra nesting material to make herself comfortable.
As they contained, Tisk made sure to point out plants that caught her eye and explain their culinary worth to Sir Ironpaw. There was a lot of education to get him caught up on.
The next time a moment of empty road presented itself, they took a slightly more elaborate rest. Tisk had Sir Ironpaw pour a bit of water from the water skin they had purchased out into his open palm. She then hopped into his other hand and had him bring them together so she could gently lap at the liquid and quench her thirst.
It would be nicer to have a way to drink on the go, but Tisk did not want to get the inside of Sir Ironpaw’s helmet all wet.
At some point, they passed into the woods. The trip through the cluster of homes that lay along the road was relatively uneventful. She decided that they were indeed a hamlet. The five houses did not seem to be in too bad of a shape, but Tisk did not spot a single store. She thought a village would at least have somewhere to spend coin, not that Tisk was looking to spend more money at the moment.
Tisk wanted to linger in the hamlet for a while. It was small enough that she could conceivably meet everyone who lived there and learn all of their stories. However, Tisk had put herself on the path to be an adventurer. If she was going to be a bad bunny who broke the rules, she might as well be one who did good and amazing things. That meant she could not dawdle too much.
However, as much as she might stylize herself as one, the fact of the matter was that she was not yet an adventurer. She had yet to really even be on her first adventure. What exactly was required for something to qualify as an adventure, Tisk was not quite certain. However, it seemed like the type of thing that a bunny would know when it happened.
For one thing, she needed to kill monsters. She had fought with that sword-tailed deer, but it had simply stopped when she asked it to. And then Sir Ironpaw had fought with that minotaur at her request, but she had hardly understood what was happening. This was an opportunity to seek out some vile beast and slay it. Surely basilisks were evil. They looked like snakes with legs.
So Tisk passed through the helmet, perhaps a bit slower so she could look around, but she did not stop. At some point, she found a small footpath that split from the road heading South-West up into the mountains. She remembered all of the instructions that she had received about hunting her dreaded foe.
They lived at the feet of the mountains. She could go off of the path, find and kill some, then make her way back to the road to get to Lastford.
They had passed other such smaller paths. There was nothing special about that one in particular. She just felt it was time to finally leave the road and search out her destiny.
Following the dirt path, they passed by a few houses of various quality, but not nearly as many as they had seen out before the forest. The path became less and less defined until eventually, they were just walking through the forest.
Sir Ironpaw did not have any trouble pushing through the undergrowth, but Tisk did feel the pull on her magic increase slightly. It was still far less than he had needed while fighting in the dungeon, but the difference from when he had been walking along the road was noticeable.
Up until that point, Tisk had been fairly satisfied with her ability to keep up with Sir Ironpaw’s mana requirements. The stream that allowed mana to refill her internal pool had been widened by the abuse she had put herself under a few days ago, and she was distinctly aware that her magic was now recovering markedly faster.
It was not enough to keep up with what Sir Ironpaw needed, even when they had just been walking on the road. However, if she tapped into the energy that she had stored up in her magical artifact while resting the last two days, she thought she might make it until nightfall before she would need to take a break.
Of course, that had been before they reached the forest. If Tisk did not want to run herself ragged, they would need to rest at some point.
For a moment Tisk thought she saw a sword-tailed deer in the woods. However, something was strange with it. For one thing, its horns did not seem nearly as sharp. There was also the much larger oddity that it did not seem to have any of the normal sharp weapons poised above it ready to strike. In fact, its tail seemed quite ordinary, for anything else other than a sword-tailed deer that is. Perhaps this was just a regular-tailed deer? It would explain the need to preface the dungeon monster’s name with “sword-tailed.”
Before Tisk could examine it further, its head jerked up at the sound of Sir Ironpaw stepping on a branch, and the creature bolted away. Definitely not the normal behavior of a sword-tailed deer. Tisk had been getting ready to instruct Sir Ironpaw in fighting the monster.
The encounter was short, but it left Tisk feeling odd. The deer was less monster-like, and more… Bunny-like. Obviously, it was not a bunny. It was far too large and not nearly fluffy enough. However, Tisk had not felt the air of a predator about it. Not once had she felt any danger from the deer. Perhaps it was because she was riding along inside a heavy suit of magically reinforced armor that could fight a minotaur, but she suspected that a regular-tail deer might just be very different from its sword-tailed cousin.
As they walked, Tisk had Sir Ironpaw grab various leaves off of the shrubs and trees and pass them back to her in the helmet. If she saw an intriguing plant or type of grass on the ground, she had Sir Ironpaw pick it. With no witnesses around, she could sample all the delicacies of the forest to her heart's desire.
She had always considered herself something of a connoisseur, but there were so many plants here that she had never tried. Tisk wanted to make sure she took at least a nibble of every one of them. There were only a few that she passed on. From the smell, she could tell they would not agree with her.
Tisk tucked a small sample of any really noteworthy delicacy behind her. She wanted to make sure to commit their appearance, smell, and taste to memory, but at the moment she was nearly overstimulated by all of the foliage. Hopefully, she would not fill up the helmet.
While the rolling hills to the North had perhaps been breathtaking and certainly beautiful, everything was so far away. At such distances, the farmland all had blended together into a dull uniformity eventually. But in the forest, everything was right in Sir Ironpaw’s grasp. She could smell it all, taste it all, hear it all. Perhaps the view was a bit less spectacular, but Tisk felt it was a worthwhile tradeoff. Besides, being surrounded by trees felt a bit like home, even if they did not glow or emit any light.
However, eventually, the undergrowth started to get a bit more sparse. Some of the plants Tisk might begin to describe as “scraggly” if she was being uncharitable. Of course, that was not to say that she did not still help herself to a taste. They just were a bit… rougher… Still, a true gourmand was willing to suffer for the sake of food.
But the ground was growing steeper, and whatever energy Sir Ironpaw saved from not having to push through bushes and branches was lost to fighting the incline. Tisk knew that she had enough energy to keep them going for a while longer. However, she also knew, or at least hoped, that they might be getting closer to basilisk country. She wanted to be sure she had enough energy for Sir Ironpaw to use in a fight.
So she had Sir Ironpaw sit on a downed log. She did not cut her link though. It cost her only a minimal amount of energy to maintain it when Sir Ironpaw was simply sitting there, and her mind was still fresh enough that the strain was minimal. Reestablishing the link would be a matter of a moment, but Tisk wanted to make sure she was ready if she spotted a basilisk.
She was sorely tempted to get out of the helmet and hop about. Being confined in such a small place with so little movement was something she was not at all accustomed to. It was certainly better than trying to hold herself above a mess of metal gears with her paws outstretched, but it still left her feeling a bit cramped. Considering how much of it she had been subjected to over the last few days, Tisk was beginning to realize that not every part of being an adventurer was as glamorous as she had once imagined.
However, it seemed like ages since she had last had a good hop about. Could she even consider herself a bunny anymore if she did not frolic? Yet, Tisk restrained herself. It would not be quite the same without other bunnies to share in the joy of hopping. She also did not yet know enough about the forest and its dangers.
Tisk had not noticed any predators yet, but that did not mean they were not there. After all, many predators thrived by being as stealthy as they could so that they could sneak up on unsuspecting bunnies. An obvious predator was a hungry predator. For all she knew there were dozens of snakes writhing around the ground, hidden by the tall grasses. Perhaps the instant she hopped out of the helmet she would be gobbled up.
Perhaps the helmet was not so bad.
Stretching her legs would also be counterproductive. As long as she was not using magic, her mana would recover. However, it would recover faster if she was physically resting as well. At the moment, that was her priority. If she wanted to be an adventurer she would need a bit of self-discipline.
After a while Tisk had Sir Ironpaw get up and start moving again. She was not quite certain how long she had rested. If she was honest — which she was even if she was a bad bunny in other ways — Tisk would admit that she had actually fallen asleep inside Sir Ironpaw’s helmet curled up on a delicious bed of grasses and leaves. Again Tisk wished she had a watch to know exactly how long she had been asleep. At the very least, it would be useful to know exactly how much time it took her magic to recharge.
She wondered if her magical energy was something that could be properly quantified with numbers. It was not clear to her how to measure precisely how much energy she had, but she could come up with a recharge rate. Bunnies of mana per hour.
However, her thoughts of timekeeping were the half-formed thoughts that one sometimes got while at the edge of wakefulness and sleep. When she fully rose, they were quickly banished to be replaced with embarrassment. Tisk felt more than a bit rude when she woke up and realized what had happened.
It was one thing to add padding, stretch out fabric to act as a floor, and ride along inside his helmet. It was quite another thing to turn it into a little home and fall asleep in it. Tisk would have apologized, but she had the sinking feeling that the transgression would happen again. The only thing that Tisk could think of that would be ruder than falling asleep in someone’s head would be to be apologizing for falling asleep in someone’s head and then turning around and immediately doing it again.
Tisk really did feel bad about falling asleep in his helmet. However, if she was not going to have the comfort and safety of a bunny burrow, Sir Ironpaw was the next best thing. Yes, that had probably not been the last time Tisk would sleep in his helmet. That did not make it a good thing, if anything, it only exacerbated the situation. She did not want to be an imposition, so she would need to think more about what to do.
I wonder if he would like any sort of gift?
Pushing away those concerns for later, likely the next time she got sleepy, Tisk realized that her spell had dropped when she had drifted off.
[Thearthea]
And then she had Sir Ironpaw get up and start moving again.
Only... as soon as she had given the order, Tisk had spotted something between two trees. Immediately every thought in her little bunny head froze and if it was not for the upward movement of Sir Ironpaw standing up, Tisk would have thought the world had stopped as well.




Chapter 9

Bunny Glade

What Tisk saw through the trees was a small meadow hidden from the rest of the world by the surrounding forests. It was a glade, a bunny glade.
There hopping about amongst the grass and flowers were any number of bunnies. They were not anyone she recognized, all of her fellow dungeon bunnies were long gone, but they were bunnies nonetheless. Even from a distance, there was no mistaking them.
Not rabbits or hares, or lagomorphs. They were pure unadulterated bunnies experiencing the sublime joy that was hopping about in a field.
Tisk was NOT the last bunny. Other’s existed. She knew it was always a possibility that she would find other bunnies in the other dungeons, but this was completely unexpected. This glade was part of the outside world. These were wild bunnies.
Other bunnies existed!
She was not responsible for driving her species to extinction. She had only gotten all of the dungeon bunnies killed… Still not great, but that was neither here nor there. What was here was bunnies. There was a meadow full of living, breathing, hopping bunnies. A bunny that killed all other bunnies was definitely a bad bunny, but perhaps there was hope for a bunny that only got some bunnies killed.
However, as soon as that glorious nirvana entered her sight it soon left as Sir Ironpaw stood to full height and turned to continue their trek Westward.
Wait! Stop, stop! Go back to the edge of that glade.
Luckily, Sir Ironpaw responded as he always did, and Tisk found herself back at the edge of the meadow just watching the sight in front of her. There was obviously a burrow, as a bunny would occasionally disappear down some hole only to pop back later.
Tisk had not noticed any bunnies during her trek through the forest, but honestly, she had not thought to even be on the lookout for them. Bunnies were small and cute and unassuming. It would have been easy to pass over one, especially if it was on guard for predators and other big things, like Sir Ironpaw.
She wondered if there were more out amongst the trees and if these bunnies ever wandered off. Was there a rule keeping them here, or did they just like it because it was so obviously such a perfect bunny meadow with its flowers and delectable smelling grass.
Tisk could imagine a younger version of herself, one with no conception of words and people and the greater world. A bunny who did not know right from wrong, but instinctively knew to be a good bunny. That Tisk, who had not even been named Tisk at the time, would have been happy here. If no adventurers ever came by with their words, she might have even been able to live out her life, content to do the things that bunnies did.
But she was no longer that young and naive bunny. She now understood the depths of evil — she had heard lies. She herself had fallen from grace and turned her back on the world. Tisk could not simply spend her days idly hoping and eating anymore. There were greater and weightier things she needed to do. She needed to… She needed to save someone? No, that was not right. Just a weird dream she had back in the dungeon. She needed to kill some basilisks.
Ultimately, perhaps one day she could redeem herself and become a good bunny again. But at the very least, she could do good in the process. However… It did not mean she could not ever take a break. Rest was an important part of growth. Surely, it would not hurt to spend a little time hopping around with her own kind.
Sir Ironpaw, if you could let me-
Her thoughts were interrupted by a streak shooting down from the sky. Some creature swooped down, met one of the bunnies, and then was lifting back up away from the ground. Only the bunny was caught in its talons.
Tisk’s eyes widened in horror.
After that monster! We need to save that bunny.
In the dungeon, predators and even sometimes adventures eating bunnies had just been a fact of life. But that was back when she was just a simple bunny. Now she was an aspiring adventurer with a powerful friend. It was their job to save those in need.
Sir Ironpaw did his best, drawing on Tisk’s magic and sprinting into the glade. But already the monster, a bird Tisk now realized, was higher than Sir Ironpaw could reach with his sword.
Tisk’s nose twitched in triumph. The stupid feather-headed bird had miscalculated. It failed to realize the great adventurer Tisk, guardian of all bunny kind, was on the scene and would not allow it to get away with its ill deeds. The bird could fly, but Tisk could jump.
Sir Ironpaw, get ready to jump as high as you can towards the bird.
[Mop]
What happened after that was not entirely clear to Tisk. When she came to, her link to the magical armor had faded away, and Sir Ironpaw was lying down in the dirt. Tisk herself was still in the helmet, but her head ached horribly.
She had cast her spell to let Sir Ironpaw mop. Something had gone wrong however. Sir Ironpaw was larger than she was, and the spell had drawn much more heavily on her magic than she was accustomed to. However, instinctively Tisk had been prepared for that, otherwise, the spell would have just failed outright.
No, something else happened.
The magic tried to curl around Sir Ironpaw’s muscles so that he could propel himself into the air. But that had not quite worked. It had failed to grasp hold of anything. Instead, her magic found her own muscles. She had launched herself at high speed into the top of Sir Ironpaw’s padded helmet.
Whatever happened after that, Tisk had no idea.
Moving her head hurt. It made everything swim. Tisk also closed an eye as something got in it. Rubbing a paw against her head, she realized it was blood. For just a moment Tisk tried to draw on her magic to speak with Sir Ironpaw, but the splitting pain in her skull caused her to drop that line of action immediately.
Instead, Tisk went to one of the small pouches she had squirreled away inside Sir Ironpaw’s helmet that morning before leaving town. One had her collection of mana jellies, the other had several similar cubes, only red instead of blue.
She had yet to try one of the healing jellies she had purchased from the Adventure’s Fall, so she did not know exactly how they worked, and perhaps more importantly, she did not know how they tasted. Apparently, they were made with troll’s blood, which Tisk was not exactly thrilled about, but they also greatly accelerated natural healing.
One of the jellies could quadruple the speed at which injuries healed for an hour. A second one would have it quadrupled again, and a third quadrupled it one more time. Taking more than one dose would also extend the effects as well, but with them fading after that first hour. The shopkeeper had strongly cautioned her against taking more than three once he realized she was unfamiliar with the jellies. After hearing his warning, she understood the danger.
Taking two of the jellies in an hour, would mean her body would undergo nearly sixteen hours’ worth of healing. That would leave someone hungry. After all, that was enough time for someone to eat two or three meals. Three jellies, however, would result in sixty-four hours worth of healing in a single hour. That was great if someone was at death’s door, but skipping three days worth of meals would leave someone ravenous. Tisk did not want to imagine what would happen after a fourth jelly. Perhaps it would not be too bad if she was eating constantly, but Tisk imagined that even she would have difficulty eating over ten days worth of food in only an hour's time.
Apparently, a man could starve to death from the rapid healing if he was not careful.
The jellies could be formulated with different concentrations to have shorter or longer durations as well as to have more or less pronounced effects. Apparently, high-tier jellies would imbue some amount of nourishment as well. However, the ones she purchased were the only ones the Adventurer’s Fall had in stock.
There had been some healing potions in glass bottles. Apparently, they worked a bit different than the jellies, allowing application directly to wounds. However, she remembered what Frevir had said about potion bottles breaking, and decided to pass on them. Besides, it seemed like it would be difficult for her to manipulate one of the bottles.
All that being said, she was a bit nervous about eating some of the healing jellies. The shopkeeper had said the effects varied slightly based on body mass. She had asked how much a dwarf would need, hoping to gauge just how much it varied. However, he had just laughed and said they actually needed higher doses based on how they metabolized things. So apparently the dose also varied based on biology, which was not particularly good considering she was a bunny and so had zero basis of comparison.
Tisk had purchased them anyway in case of an emergency. Considering her nausea and double vision, she felt this qualified. Something was clearly wrong with her, and the pain did not seem to be getting better anytime soon.
She had hoped to experiment a bit with the healing jelly at some point. Perhaps nick her paw and take a small nibble. It had seemed like she would have plenty of time for things like that during her adventure and there had been no rush. Tisk had not planned on braining herself on day one.
Taking a deep breath, which only seemed to cause the pain to flare, Tisk took a nibble of the wobbly red cube. It tasted… not good. The taste reminded her a bit of when she decided to see if she liked the taste of meat. She had not.
Still, when nothing happened she decided she was safe taking another small bite. Tisk tried to judge what a proportional amount for a bunny her size was compared to a human. However, after a few more bites she had to stop herself.
Tisk was hungry.
Of course, her first instinct was to eat the thing right in front of her mouth, but for once, eating was not the answer. At least not indiscriminate eating. Luckily she had been accumulating tasty-looking treats all day.
The various plants she had collected inside the helmet during the earlier hike were quickly consumed. Unfortunately, Tisk was still hungry. She considered talking to Sir Ironpaw but did not want to risk using a spell while she was healing. She really wanted to know how much longer the sped-up healing was going to be in effect. Was her hunger going to accumulate for another hour, or did she have only fifteen minutes left? She had not been paying enough attention while eating.
I really need to get a watch.
Tisk could probably tough the hunger out. Thankfully she did not think she had enough of the jelly to cause the healing to rapidly consume her own body causing her to wither away. But if she could sate her hunger, she saw no reason not to.
Even if she could not have Sir Ironpaw move, that did not mean she could not squirm her way out between the helmet and the ground. Her head was feeling a good bit better, and she did not think moving would incapacitate her.
Getting out had required kicking a bit of dirt into Sir Ironpaw’s helmet. Personally, she did not mind having a little dirt in there. It would make it smell a bit more homey. However, she hoped that it would be okay with Sir Ironpaw. She did not want to take his hospitality for granted.
Once she was out from under the heavy armor, she was presented with a myriad of options. She could spot a number of different types of grasses and flowers for her to eat. She might as well try them all out. And since she was now outside, it would make sense to stretch her legs a bit.
Tisk noticed that the bunnies which had all darted out at the sight of the bird and then Sir Ironpaw rushing into the field were all back out now. She would hop around with them for a bit while she ate. Once the healing jelly had run its course and she was no longer hungry, she would talk to Sir Ironpaw and they would be back on their way.
It was a shame she had been unable to save that bunny, but there was nothing that she could do about it now. It would just be one more bunny she had let die. Perhaps at some point, Tisk would return to this glade, but as much as part of her wanted to spend all day there, Tisk noticed that the sun had made significant progress across the sky while she had been unaware inside Sir Ironpaw.
She was not stupid about her break. Tisk now knew that there were dangers that could come from the sky. In the past, she had taken advantage of the fact that no one seemed to look up. Now, she was determined not to fall victim to that same phenomenon. Her eyes scanned the clouds, and Tisk made sure to hop around frequently so that she was watching all directions.
It would have been nice if she could be a bit more relaxed. She did not like being so tense. However, she was not going to have her adventure ended by some stupid bird. While she remained vigilant, not even looking at the grass she ate, she tried to puzzle over why exactly her spell failed so spectacularly.
Tisk understood hopping. At least she thought she did. It was freedom and joy, and yes, sometimes even fear when hopping away from a predator. That was the essence of hopping in her heart. Physically it was the coiling of muscle. The compression of energy as tendons tightened and then the explosive release. It was the same regardless of a big hop or a little hop, just a matter of degree.
Moping was simultaneously less and more than hopping. It was hopping without all of the emotional connection. It was the pure art of the hop, augmented by magic. However, Tisk began to realize something.
Her understanding of mopping was, perhaps, not quite as complete as she had thought. Tisk spent some time meditating on what exactly the magic did when she moped, recalling the way it energized her muscles and the electric feeling of potential she felt between the spell and actually leaping.
Yes, there was more to understand there.
Movement caught her eye, and Tisk froze as her attention shifted. However, soon she relaxed. It was simply a non-sword-tailed-deer standing at the edge of the meadow. While there was a chance the deer was a threat, Tisk was confident in her evaluation of it as prey, not predator.
A moment later, the movement of another bunny startled the deer and it lept back deeper into the woods. Tisk watched as the muscles beneath its skin tensed and propelled it.
The form of a deer, despite having four legs, was very different from a bunny. While at some level a hop would always be a hop, the mechanics of how the deer accomplished it was very different from how Tisk would do the same.
Tisk understood moping, but only for bunnies, only for her. Once it had seemed she had mastered the spell, she had given up on deepening her understanding. No, she had been mistaken. She had not mastered the spell. In retrospect, it was a foolish error in judgment on her part. Just because she had reached a level of moping that seemed sufficient for her needs in the dungeon did not mean she had no room to grow.
And to think Tisk had the arrogance to consider herself an expert on hopping. Had she ever once truly contemplated the way in which a human hopped, or how that might be different than a dwarf hop?
In what ways might she improve her spell? She could already cast it fast, but perhaps she could do it faster. Was it possible for it to become as natural as mundane hopping, without even needing to think the key phrase and construct the right mental framework? Could she make the spell more efficient so it drained less magic to achieve the same power? Just how high could she launch herself? Tisk looked at the mountain peaks still in the distance. With enough practice perhaps she could reach there in a single bound. Those white fluffy things that looked so soft, clouds, could she touch them? Could she even leap all the way up to the sun or the moon?
They seemed impossibly far away. The idea seemed absurd, but it was also magic Tisk was thinking about. Tisk had no idea what its limits were. For all she knew, reaching the mountain could be a trivial task. It might also be impossible, but she would never know unless she tried.
Of course, leaping over a mountain also seemed like something she ought to try working her way up to, rather than jumping straight in. She would also need to improve her floft spell unless she wanted to end up as an unfortunate bunny pancake upon her landing.
Ha! She had also thought she understood floft. Who knew what heights of softness Tisk still had yet to achieve.
To think she had thought herself a master of such things.
Arrogance, thy name is Tisk!
She was such a bad, bad lazy conceited bunny. But there could still be hope for her. The lack of mastery did not preclude ever reaching mastery. Perhaps it was really all possible.
A good first step would be learning how to let Sir Ironpaw mop.
She spent a good time examining his prone form. Eventually, she would need to have him get up so she could see exactly what he looked like when he hopped. As different as a human hopping would be from Tisk, Sir Ironpaw was different again.
He had no bones or muscles. But… Obviously, he was able to move around. She supposed his armor shell served as both skin and skeleton, providing him with structure. All those moving gears were organs of some sort, but she did not think that they served as muscle. While she had observed that they extended into his limbs, they seemed far less dense and complicated in the arms and legs. Then again, she had not gotten that good of a look from just sitting in the helmet.
When installing the padded floor in his head, she should have taken the opportunity to look around a bit more since he had been lying down. Now she would need to tear through the cloth if she wanted another look.
Still, she did not think the gears were muscle. The noise they made did not correspond so much with his movement and actions, but more so when she was giving him instructions. Perhaps they were his brain? Tisk figured he had to have one somewhere, since she could connect her thoughts with her spell.
Normally the brain was in the head, but Tisk had made that her perch, she supposed it must be elsewhere. Those gears were as good of a place as any. Some of them, she supposed, might be the brain while others could be other organs.
No, Tisk felt that the magical runes inscribed on the inside of the armor were his muscle. Their light tended to flare when Sir Ironpaw was taking action. Perhaps they were not all muscle, but some of them certainly were.
That conclusion made Sir Ironpaw’s structure all the more curious. Normally, it seemed standard for most creatures to have their skeleton on the inside, and their muscle wrapped around that.
Sir Ironpaw’s muscles did wrap around the skeleton, but they did so on the inside of it. The armor served as some sort of strange external skeleton. An exoskeleton if Tisk felt so bold as to create a new word.
But if the magical symbols were the muscle, what exactly was flexing when Sir Ironpaw walked or jumped. Tisk did not think the metal bent, or if it did, not by a noticeable amount. And the runes were a fixed thing. So in that case, it must be the magic attached to the runes that tensed. The forces and counter forces required to walk had to come from somewhere, and considering that Sir Ironpaw needed her mana to function, magic was the obvious answer.
His muscles were made of magic and contained within the armor. It was strange, but Tisk could see a certain sense in it. The question then became if it was possible to strengthen magic with magic. If the structure of his intangible muscles was similar to her own musculature, regardless of the substance it was made of, Tisk felt that she might be able to come up with something.
Her attention was broken when she noticed a shadow rushing across the ground. Her eyes darted up just in time to see another bird diving towards the meadow.
Bad Tisk, you got distracted.
While she berated herself, she prepared to cast mop and leap out of the way. Only, the predatory bird had not targeted her. Instead, it scooped up another bunny. Perhaps it was not as cute and delightful as Tisk, but no bunny deserved such a fate. At the very least, Tisk was sure it was not a bad bunny like her. She heard a momentary squeal from the bunny as the bird darted back up into the air.
The other bunnies were all darting for safety, not realizing that the danger had already passed. Tisk meanwhile was trying to think of what she could do to save that bunny. She was no longer confined by armor, so the answer seemed straightforward to her.
She did not even think about the fact that she had been avoiding holding off on using magic until she was sure her head had healed.
[Mop]
Only she did not immediately leap. Tisk held the spell for a moment, letting the magic pool in her legs. She focused on exactly how electricity filled her muscles and left her poised to shoot upwards. Her entire body became like one of those metal springs the clockmaker had shown her while explaining the function of gears.
Tisk wanted to burn the feeling into her mind, but more importantly at the moment, she knew that she needed to mop higher than she had ever mopped before if she hoped to catch up to the bird.
Pain seemed to build up as her muscles begged to fly into action, still she poured more power into the spell, until she felt that her body was practically crackling with energy. She would save that bunny.
When she could take it no longer, she shot into the air like an arrow. There was a soft thump as her paws pushed off from the ground, and air rushed away as she pushed through it.
The muscle pain she had been feeling was replaced with agony when her legs kicked against the ground. Tisk was worried there was a very real chance she may have just broken her hind legs, but at the moment a bunny’s life was at risk. Even if the injury left Tisk crippled, she would always be able to get by with the help of Sir Ironpaw.
She tore through the sky faster than she had thought possible headed directly for the bird, the wind practically roaring in her ears. But then her eyes widened in surprise. The bird had somehow sensed the arrow called Tisk. Perhaps it had heard her. Maybe it had seen her. Or maybe birds had some annoying sensory ability Tisk did not know about. She had never thought to ask too much about them. There were no birds in the dungeon.
The bird moved, but Tisk was already going fast. Unfortunately, she had no way of altering her trajectory. There was nothing to push off of in the air, so Tisk could not jump again. In the end, she missed the bird, but just barely. Tisk could feel feathers brush up against her head as she shot past and above.
As she reached the peak of her trajectory, she looked down. Even though she had missed the bird, she had succeeded in her mission. Her near-miss had grazed it enough that it had apparently dropped its prey.
Tisk watched the bunny tumble back to the ground, proud to have helped. Now, all it needed to do was cast floft-
She winced as she could make out the sound of the bunny’s body cracking against the ground. Why had it not-
Oh… That’s right…
Most bunnies could not cast magic. If they could, these bunnies might have done something about this bird themselves. Tisk knew that, of course, but in the moment she had forgotten.
It was sad, but there was nothing Tisk could have done. Unless she had somehow latched onto the bunny, there was no way for her to have softened its fall, and unfortunately, her paws were not built like that. As it was, it was going to take a great deal of energy powering the floft spell to make just her own landing safe. It would probably be best to tap into the reserve in her collar to take the edge off after the exertion from the mop.
Speaking of which…
[Floft]
Despite the magically induced softness of her landing, the feeling of her weight settling down on her back legs caused more pain to race through her body. For a moment she thought she might have even blacked out.
Tisk sat there, dazed for a good moment until she saw something that made her a chill race down her spine. Having been denied its meal, the bird was coming around for another pass. The stupid bunnies, having decided that everything was over were already back about and hopping in the open again.
Tisk honked in frustration even if she really wanted to shout out loud.
With these stupid birds, how have these bunnies managed to survive this long?
She considered casting Thearthea on each of the bunnies to yell at them to get back into their burrow. But she also knew that they would not understand. Sure, there might be a small chance these bunnies had words. It was even possible that they all had words. But Tisk evaluated the odds of that to be infinitesimally small. She had only gained words because of her time around adventurers, and they had only been there because of the dungeon. Even if these bunnies were capable of learning, they never had the opportunity.
Though she could still just shout at them. However, she had a hard time predicting how creatures without words would respond to hearing someone talking into their head. Thinking back to the one time she had tried communicating with her now friends directly, she supposed she had a hard time predicting how even creatures with words would respond.
Unfortunately, while Tisk contemplated what to do, the bird snatched up another victim. The other bunnies did not even seem to notice this time. There was no way they were relatives of hers. Their survival instincts were abysmal.
As Tisk watched the bird start to fly off, she thought of a way she could use Thearthea to help.
[Thearthea]
Just because the bunnies probably did not have any words, did not mean the bird did not. After all, birds could fly all over the place. It had probably been around loads of people. Tisk knew that if she was a bird, she would certainly fly from town to town listening to everyone talk and watching everything they did.
Hey, you stupid bird. Bring that bunny back here this instant.
The bird responded, but not the way Tisk hoped. She could tell that she had startled it more than anything, as it jerked oddly in mid-flap of its wings and let out a cry. It recovered its flight only a moment later, but not after dropping its prize.
Tisk winced as yet another bunny slammed against the ground. Perhaps if she had not injured her legs earlier she might have run over and softened the ground with a floft spell. But then again, it had come down pretty fast…
She watched the bird, but this time it did not come around again. Apparently, it decided the bunnies were too much effort and it was happy with killing two of her kind.
Adventurers did something with their dead. Tisk had seen groups carrying out their fallen comrades. Unfortunately, she did not know what was supposed to happen after that. It seemed disrespectful to just let those dead bunnies lie out in the open only for them to get eaten by some scavenger or reabsorbed by the dungeon. Only she was not in a dungeon, was she.
What happens to dead things if nothing eats them a dungeon does not absorb them?
Perhaps their bodies would just lay there for all of eternity. Though if that was the case, it seemed like she ought to have passed by at least some corpses on her trip through the woods. Maybe it was inevitable that scavengers would get to them.
Tisk felt just a tad bit responsible for those deaths. If she had not interfered, that first bunny would have certainly been eaten, but the bird would have never come back for the second one. In total, three bunnies had died since her arrival. Granted, she had nothing to do with that very first one, but Tisk was still uncomfortable with the temporal proximity of her arrival and the bunny’s death. There was not much that Tisk could do for the dead bunnies. Or if there was, she had no idea what she could do. However, there was something that she could do for the bunnies that were still alive.
This time she could kill two birds with one stone.
Just a short time ago Tisk was thinking about how she needed to deepen her understanding of mopping. She also realized she did not really know what she looked like while under the influence of the spell. It would be useful to get an outside perspective. At the same time, these bunnies needed to be better at taking care of themselves.
She was going to teach them magic.




Chapter 10 

Two Bunnies with One Stone

Her hind legs hurt, oh how they hurt. But she had dealt with pain before, and the injury would either get better or it would not. At the moment she had something more important to worry about than her own comfort. She had magic to teach to these bunnies.
Tisk knew that it was going to be hard. Even if she still had full use of all her legs and was not in intense pain. She had dabbled with teaching her fellow bunnies back in the dungeon and had utterly failed to communicate with them on any deeper level. But she knew so much more about the world now. Surely she would be able to get these bunnies mopping all over the place in no time flat.
Even though the bunnies probably did not have words-
Let me check that.
[Thearthea]
If you can understand me, spin in a circle three times. My name is Tisk. I am here to help you.
All she was rewarded with was a wide-eyed bunny staring around in alarm. Tisk repeated the test with each bunny she saw, receiving similarly disappointing results each time, even if the exact reactions varied. Some darted away, one flat out ignored the voice speaking into its mind. At one point, Tisk thought she had successfully communicated with one bunny after it spun around once, but then it simply plopped on the ground and rolled in the grass.
Tisk sighed but was not too exasperated. She had not really expected it to work, but would have been upset with herself if she later learned that all of these bunnies were actually learned scholars and thought it was Tisk who was ignorant.
While disappointing, it was not too large of a setback. She was expecting a challenge, and a challenge she would have.
In an ideal world, she could teach the bunnies just by demonstrating the spell repeatedly. It was possible that her legs were not broken, per se, but they were definitely injured. The healing jelly definitely seemed to have worked for her head, as Tisk only belatedly realized it had not been causing her pain throughout the entire incident with the bird. There was still a certain tenderness about it, and she doubted it was fully healed, but she no longer felt so ravenous so the effect had probably worn off. An hour had probably passed.
Tisk really wished she had that pocket watch.
She could always wait until she was healed and then start teaching them. With the healing jelly, it would not take nearly as long as it might otherwise. However, Tisk could not stay in this glade forever, and the longer she waited to get started the longer the bunnies were defenseless. Besides, plain demonstrations had never seemed to work for her fellow dungeon bunnies.
She would just need to resort to other teaching methods. However, despite all the difficulties, Tisk did have one fact on her side. They were all bunnies, and if there was one thing that bunnies knew, it was hopping… Well, that and grass. Bunnies knew about grass as well.
They also knew about digging. Tisk supposed that bunnies actually knew quite a lot. Even without any words, they had a broad knowledge base. They were far more knowledgeable than… say a snake. No, those were just awful. They only understood slithering and being generally bad. But the point was, bunnies would have a conceptual understanding of hopping even without words.
The key would be to get them to strip away the unnecessary bits, and then of course to bring that conceptual framework all to mind at once. Also, she would need to get the bunnies to access their mana. She hoped they had mana. They had to have mana, right? Then, of course, they also needed to pour the mana into the mold created by the concept. But THEN they would mop.
Perhaps the task was a bit more difficult than Tisk had first been thinking.
Tisk could not just explain all of that to the bunnies. Well, she could. They simply would not understand her words. But it was a poor teacher who would blame her students, and Tisk was determined to be the best teacher these bunnies had ever had.
If the traditional options that came to mind when she thought about teaching someone something were not viable, Tisk just needed to be more creative. If she could not tell them what mopping was, and if she could not show them what mopping was, perhaps she could let them feel what it was like to mop.
Tisk did not mean she was going to try to grab onto one of the bunnies and then mop, pulling it along with her. Bunnies already knew speed. No, the bunnies needed to feel that moment of potential, the tensing of muscle, and the surge of magic. Tisk still could remember when she first felt magic flowing into her. She had no clue what it had been at the time as she ate those blue flower petals, but that moment had been burned into her mind. These bunnies needed to learn to mop, and sometimes the best way to learn was by doing.
She picked a bunny to be her first student based on the reactions she had gotten. The one who had failed to react entirely by her attempt at communication was likely a calm bunny who would take it all in stride. That was just the type of material she wanted to work with.
Getting to the bunny was a bit more of an ordeal than she would have liked. She half limped half dragged herself with her forepaws. Using floft to cushion her legs helped with the pain somewhat, but it was probably still a bad idea for her to be moving. Still, Tisk needed to help these bunnies. She needed to prove to herself and the world that she could do some good.
Once she was within headbutt range of her first student she stopped. He was larger than she was, but seemed content to just sit there and eat grass. She could understand the feeling. It would almost be a shame to interrupt his peaceful meal, but he would be far better off once he had mastered the mop.
Pausing for a moment, Tisk gulped down her nervousness. She had never cast mop on something else other than her before. Obviously, she had tried with Sir Ironpaw, but that had ended in disaster. But this was different. She was trying to lay the spell down on another bunny. She understood bunnies and how they worked. The spell would work.
Three times the spell simply fell apart as she poured her magic into it. Each time, she was careful to make sure that it did NOT result in her mopping again. She could not be certain, but she suspected that it would be incredibly painful in her current state. Better to simply let the mana be wasted than risk an accident.
Between that large-scale mop and then the floft to cushion her landing, Tisk was already feeling a bit drained. Luckily she could easily draw upon the magic from her collar to supplement her fading endurance.
Part of the difficulty was her own preconceived notions. Mopping had always been HER flying through the air, never another bunny. She was needing to change what it meant in her mind and soul.
Tisk knew it was a risk. There was a chance she could get the meaning of the word all tangled up in her mind and simply break the spell. Letting someone else mop was different enough from just Tisk mopping that she could imagine it deserving its own word. Perhaps that really was the way to go.
She could perhaps generalize what it meant to mop in her mind. But from what she understood of magic, while it would make her mop spell more versatile, it would become harder to cast. If she had to go out of her way and imagine herself as the target of the spell in her visualizations, it would take just that fraction of a second longer to cast.
No, while there was room to improve her mop spell, she did not want to expand the scope of the word. The power and efficiency perhaps, but not what it did. Mop was fine, meaning what it meant.
But what word could mean, others mopping?
In the end, Tisk crawled back into Sir Ironpaw. She considered waking him up and having him collect her, but she did not want to scare off all the bunnies. She could endure a little pain for their peace of mind.
Tisk was not quitting, but she did realize that she was not going to accomplish her goal in a single sitting. It was probably safe to stay at the glade for a day or two. There was still plenty of time to hunt basilisks later and still reach Lastford. It would also be much more comfortable traveling inside Sir Ironpaw if her legs had healed a bit first.
So she had some more healing jelly, though a smaller quantity than last time. She would try to judge when it seemed like a full hour had gone by and the effects were wearing off and then eat a bit more. Tisk did not need her legs healed right away. There was grass to eat right outside Sir Ironpaw’s helmet, and she knew that it would take her the rest of the afternoon and likely the night to pick a word and fix it to the concept.
She also knew that it could actually take much longer than that. However, she hoped that the fact she already had a similar word would be a help rather than a hindrance.
It took two days of contemplation and meditation before she finally thought she succeeded. Honestly, it was far faster than Tisk had any right to, even if it had taken longer than she had hoped. She could still remember how long it had originally taken her to fix the conceptual mindset to the word mop.
Ultimately, it was thanks in part to that original investment of time that this new effort had gone so easily. Tisk could see, had she taken the wrong approach to developing the new word, how it could have ended in disaster. If she had not been careful, the meaning could have bled over into mop, and mop could have bled into the new word. It could have either left her with the choice to spend ages mentally sorting everything out or to just live with both spells being a crippled version of what they could be.
Her breakthrough was predicated on a simple realization. Words could be combined to create different meanings. “Help” was a very general-purpose word. However, when a single word was tacked onto the end of it, it suddenly began to take on a much more specific form. “Help fight,” and “help lift,” were transformed into two distinct ideas with a simple addition.
Magic could be like that. It was all just ideas in her little head after all.
While it might have been possible for her to create a general-purpose mopping spell, it seemed like the visualization to fill in the details would require too much effort to really be practical. After all, the form of a deer and bunny and person were all completely different, and they would all need to mop differently. In fact, Tisk almost thought that her original mop spell had room to be broken into smaller sub-spells. A separate spell for short forward leaps and another for vertical jumps could be helpful. It would speed up casting time, though Tisk was already pretty quick with Mop.
It would also introduce the potential for her mixing up which one to use in the heat of the moment. Of course, that was part of the point of mentally fixing the concept to the word. If she did that right, she shouldn’t get them mixed up. At least she did not think so.
In a sense, it was the opposite of what Tisk knew was the approach of many mages. They started with a hyper-focused concept that would be easy for them to master and tie into a word. They would have a spell that they could cast quickly because there was little ambiguity in the spell, but which had little flexibility. A mage could start, in one case she had seen, with the ability to throw a bolt of fire.
But they would often work towards expanding their understanding and generalizing the concept. She did not know if they replaced their original spell or not. But whatever new thing they came up with would likely be capable of a much greater range and ability, but at the same time require more time to cast as they needed to specify all the details in their mind.
Tisk was simultaneously trying to do that, and considering doing the opposite. However, in the end, she decided to leave mop as it was. Ignoring the practicalities of modifying the spell, the fact of the matter was she had gotten used to using it as it was. Any major changes would likely require moons of practice to get the hang of. While she did have plenty of time at the moment, she did not have that much time.
She still wanted to deepen her understanding and see if she could get it stronger, more efficient, and perhaps even faster. However, she did not want to make any changes to how it fundamentally worked.
Part of it was, that while it might be possible to broaden the idea of hopping, Tisk felt that would really deserve its own word. As she thought about it, any type of movement that did not currently fall into the spell’s domain was really not a hop. She knew what a hop was and was not.
Yes, yes, she knew that a person could “hop,” but that was not the same as a bunny hop. And even though Tisk was sure these bunnies were quite skilled at it, their hops were not Tisk hops.
So Tisk had not wanted to create a general-purpose hopping spell and likewise had not wanted to break it into dozens of hyper-specific spells. Instead, she decided to come up with modifiers, just like with how words worked. Mop by itself would still mean her jumping. In her mind, the subject was already implied to be her. It would still be a mop. But mop with something added to the end, would be something else jumping. The modifier would act like the subject of a verb. It was brilliant!
Tisk was very proud of herself. She felt that she was finally beginning to understand language and all the way words could be combined and put together to create wondrous new meanings. Every new bit she learned was just another key to the puzzle. It was important that she pay attention to everything, no matter how innocuous.
For example, at first, Tisk had categorized the concept of syllables as an idle curiosity.
Now, she was beginning to wonder if they could be used to create meta-structures in words. Perhaps some larger pattern that emerged when they were all taken into account. A sentence could have additional layers of meaning. The dwarves seemed to use them as some sort of foundational structure to their sentences. It seemed to limit what they could say, but she also greatly admired their dedication to words.
But there was also a possibility there. It added a new avenue to convey meaning. If she ever heard a dwarf speaking in a different syllabic pattern, she would know that something was different and to pay attention. Perhaps it could be another way for them to convey emotion.
However, there did not seem to be any dwarfs nearby, and ultimately their strange but intriguing manner of speech was not important at the moment. What was important was the fact that Tisk thought she had the spell down. She had not yet had the chance to test it yet, but she had been able to judge exactly what was called to her mind when she thought of mop with the right modifiers.
After two days, the right thoughts were finally being conjured up. Which meant that it was time for some field tests.
Despite her preliminary success, those two days were not without losses. At least three more bunnies had been eaten, though only one of those had been by birds. The other two had been taken away by some dog-like creature.
Tisk felt bad about their deaths, but she had already demonstrated her inability to protect these bunnies through direct intervention. Besides, she really did not think there was much that she could do. With the healing jelly and near-constant eating, Tisk thought her legs were getting better. At least she hoped that they were healing all right. She had heard adventurers mention bones going bad when healing. Her legs still hurt, even though they had surely received anywhere from eight days to two weeks’ worth of healing while she had been working.
Unfortunately, Tisk did not think even Sir Ironpaw would be able to help. By the time she had noticed the dog-thing grabbing one of her kind and running off, the thing had practically already been in the woods again. She could have had Sir Ironpaw constantly standing guard, but that did not seem like it would be good for her own convalescence, and her magic was still limited.
Luckily, it still seemed like there were plenty of bunnies left, though Tisk had not gotten an exact count. She had refrained from going into their burrow. It seemed rude to invade someone else’s home unnecessarily. It would have been one thing if she had been in danger and needed somewhere to escape, or if she was doing it to help. But really, it would just be because she was a bit nosey and curious. So Tisk abstained.
Still, she could not imagine how these bunnies were able to sustain such attrition rates without a dungeon spawning new bunnies to replace them. She was reasonably certain that she had not, in fact, wandered into a dungeon. At the very least she had not felt any urge to stay within or any other sort of rules. In her old life, she had always been very aware of the dungeon, even if it often sunk into the background.
The only other reasonable possibility Tisk could think of was that the abundance of these predators was a relatively new occurrence, perhaps brought upon somehow by Tisk’s destruction of the dungeon, for regardless of who had done it, it was obviously Tisk’s fault. IF that was the case, she had even more responsibility to help these bunnies.
Though, Tisk supposed that this could just be what things were like out in the wild. The world was very large after all, so maybe there were many such bunny glades as this one. But even if that was the case, Tisk still wanted to help.
Tisk left the safety of Sir Ironpaw’s helmet. She had not left him completely inactive while she had been working. It did not seem fair to him that she got to do everything and he got to do nothing. She could not have him move about too much without scaring the bunnies, but she did have him roll over onto his back, and then turn his head to the side to give Tisk easier access to the visor.
Then she made sure to connect to him every few hours, or at least what she estimated to be every few hours. She still did not have a watch and could only judge such things by the movement of the sun and her own sense of passing time. Tisk would chat with him for a bit to give her mind a break. The conversation was decidedly one-sided, but Tisk did not mind.
There was a reason beyond just fairness and companionship that Tisk made certain to send magic to Sir Ironpaw periodically.
She did not know what exactly would happen, if anything, should a significant period of time pass without her powering Sir Ironpaw. It seemed that if her mana powered him, if he essentially ate or consumed her magic for substance, it would be bad to deprive him of it. So no matter what situation came in the future, Tisk would make sure to link with him for at least a few hours each day, even if there was nothing for him to do. At the very least, it would always be nice to have someone to talk to and bounce ideas off of.
As Tisk had made clear, Sir Ironpaw did not really respond much, but at least he was a good listener.
She spotted the placid bunny she had selected as her first student. She was happy that he had not been one of the bunnies to be eaten. He did not seem to enjoy spending much time in the burrow. Obviously, grass was up here on the surface, but with so much danger about even Tisk would consider spending more time inside.
Getting herself around was still painful, though floft continued to help cushion her legs. Over the last two days, she had not neglected to work on that spell at all either. While she had not fundamentally changed its nature or done anything radical with it, she had been practicing a visualization of imagining softness wrapped around her legs in a safe but tight cushion. It kept them immobilized in a world of fluffiness and safe from impact against various bumps in the ground.
With a bit more effort than she liked, Tisk reached her student, even if he did not know that he was her student. She bumped her head against his side. She did not know if contact was necessary, but figured it could not hurt. She would let him feel what it was like to mop.
You bunny. You jump bunny. You mop bunny.
The simple words helped to settle her frame of mind, slowly pulling her to where she needed to be. Tisk had done away with such mental preparations with her other spells, but she wanted every chance of success here. She repeated the chant three more times.
[Mop-bee]
Bee. It was one of two modifiers she had come up with. The other one was for Sir Ironpaw, though conceptually it was still incomplete. She still did not understand enough of what it meant for Sir Ironpaw to jump. She thought she would need to watch him hopping around a while before she had enough comprehension to finish it.
Bee though. Bee had all the understanding that it needed. It contained all of what it meant for a bunny other than Tisk to mop through the air. Simply speaking it in her mind helped to conjure exactly the image that she needed. She instantly knew that she had been successful and that her spell worked.
Tisk felt the energy flow from her to the other bunny. A small spark of electricity flashed between them, and she recoiled in surprise, though the other bunny just turned to look at her. Tisk could sense the magic coiling up in his muscles just waiting to be released.
The bunny just sat there.
Tisk was dumbfounded. She would have sworn on all the words she knew that the magic had worked just the way she intended. In fact… As she looked at the bunny, it seemed like his hind muscles were twitching just below the skin.
The bunny’s head darted around, its placid expression finally broken. She could sense its fear. It thought there was danger nearby, but could not tell which direction to jump. As she watched stunned into inaction, the writhing energy in his legs seemed to grow more violent with impatience.
The whole thing could not have taken more than a few seconds. Tisk was really not sure. She had never just… held a mop spell before. She had always been smart enough to jump when she felt that explosive potential. Tisk had been expecting a number of different results to this first lesson. She was not expecting what happened.
A spring could only be coiled so tightly before it cracked. A string could only be pulled so hard before it snapped. Tisk had once seen an archer in the dungeon have his bow break while pulling back on it. It had looked painful. Something under tension could not remain that way forever. Eventually, something would have to give. Something always gave.
And something gave indeed.
Tisk could only watch on in horror as another bunny, number seven if her count was correct, died. Only this one was by her own paws.
Stupid, why didn’t you just hop. You could feel it in your body, couldn’t you? Your muscles wanted — no they needed to move. Why didn’t you just hop!
The cracking sound still echoed in her ear. Bone had snapped and tore away and through muscle. It was just like that bow snapping in on itself and then flying apart. Tisk desperately rubbed dirt against herself, trying to remove the blood that had rained down on her as she tried to get ahold of her breathing.
That had been one of the worst things she had ever seen. It was up there with witnessing the intruder effortlessly kill all of the other bunnies while she did nothing but watch. And while she knew, or at least strongly suspected that somehow that event had all been her fault somehow, this had been directly caused by Tisk. It was entirely her fault.
She had blamed the bunny, but really, how could he have known what to do. She had seen the look of terror in his eyes. He had not understood what he was feeling. She had blamed him, but really, it was just because she had not wanted to blame herself.
Tisk owed even more to these bunnies now.
The good news was that Tisk now knew that her spell worked. She also knew how to make sure that her second student survived. She would just need to make sure they actually released the energy by hopping. And perhaps she would put a bit less energy into the spell. They would do that a few times, and then hopefully the bunny would figure it out for themselves. Her first student did not have a name, but she would not let his sacrifice be in vain.
Tisk felt a bit bad that he had died never having a name. It would have made it easier to remember him in the future.
Her second student was a female slightly larger than Tisk. She considered naming the bunny, but she did not think she had the right to select a name for it. Besides, even if Tisk told the bunny its name, it would not understand. The action would purely for Tisk’s own benefit. That seemed selfish to her, to name something just for one’s own comfort and convenience. Besides, this bunny would survive, and then perhaps someday she could choose a name for herself.
[Mop-bee]
[Thearthea]
Jump you stupid bunny, JUMP!
Tisk had a backup plan, of course, if it seemed like the bunny was going to just sit there like the last. She did not actually expect it to understand her words but figured yelling at it ought to startle it into action. However, if that failed, she planned to bite it. Sometimes tough love was the answer.
However, Tisk thought that even her metal prodding was unnecessary, almost as soon as the spell had taken hold, she could see her young protege flexing her legs.
The sight of the bunny taking off and leaping gracefully under the power of her spell nearly brought tears to Tisk’s eyes. The sight of the bunny impacting a tree at the edge of the glade did in fact bring tears. When the bunny fell to the ground, its neck at an odd angle, Tisk quickly hopped over regardless of her own pain.
She was not breathing.
Teaching was harder than Tisk had been expecting. She was half tempted to quit then and there. She had already done quite a deal of harm. That had been victim eight by her count. However... If she stopped there, then those eight bunnies would have died for nothing. But if she managed to get mopping through the skulls of these bunnies, then at least it would mean something.
For her next student, Tisk lowered the power of the spell down further — way down. That student actually survived… the first hop.
Tisk was not sure what exactly went wrong with that bunny. It had made a small mop across the field. Tisk had made sure there were no obstacles in its way. It had not gone long or far, but it was certainly more than a normal bunny could hop.
She had chased after it and cast the spell again. The bunny was clearly confused, Tisk could tell that much. However, it would figure it out eventually. After each mop, Tisk was hoping to see it leap on its own.
That kept going for a while. Despite the fact that the bunny just did not seem to get it, Tisk was not too concerned. These things took practice. However, after one jump Tisk noticed that the bunny seemed to be quivering, not out of fear, but exhaustion. It was strange, because Tisk was fairly sure the energy was all coming from her. She mop-beed the bunny again.
That time it did not so much as land as hit the ground in a limp pile. Tisk waited for it to get up, and when it did not she moved in for a closer look. The bunny was dead.
While it was suspicious timing that the bunny had passed away in the middle of their training, Tisk was not ready to accept the blame for this bunny’s death quite yet. Creatures did get sick and die after all. She could not see how their mop training had killed this bunny. The other deaths had obvious causation.
So she grabbed another student. Its training went similarly to the last, including its conclusion. It was probably just another sick bunny.
When the next bunny died the same way Tisk paused what she was doing. Once was an oddity. Twice was a coincidence. But thrice was definitely a pattern. She investigated their bodies closely. When she nosed away their fur, trying to get a look at the skin, she found bruising all over their muscles.
Perhaps she had pushed them too far? Tisk bit her tongue in thought. The mops had not seemed very large. At least not to her. But what would they have been like for a bunny just learning? When Tisk had first started she had been limited by her mana supply which had been very small back then.
Tisk froze. Mana. She was going about this the wrong way. There was a chance that if these bunnies did not have words, they might not have mana either. After all, there were no wonderful blue flowers to eat in this glade.
Again, she had been tempted to quit, as it certainly seemed she was doing more harm than good. But Tisk was no quitter, and she had come so far. Her goal was practically in reach.
Her mana jellies were valuable, but she was willing to part with a few if it meant that these bunnies could finally use magic like her. When she nudged one over to another bunny, she was glad to see that it did not need any encouragement to begin eating. However, after it sniffed and took its first nibble, it began to eat it faster. Tisk had a thought.
[Thearthea]
Uhmm... I know you can’t understand me probably, but you should slow down, there is a lot of energy in-
Her spell was violently interrupted.
Once during a heavy rainstorm, the little pool that the bunnies drank from had overflowed. It had been a gradual thing as the water level rose and began spilling elsewhere in the cave. This was something completely different. One moment the bunny was just devouring the mana cube, and the next…
She saw its veins bulge slightly their color off. She almost thought she saw a faint glow from the bunny. Then it just… popped.
Okay, so it seemed that bunnies were not accustomed to such dense magic. They would need to work their way up. After all, Tisk had been eating flower petals for ages before she had her first mana jelly.
Tisk took charge of portion control for the next bunny. That one at least did not explode, but the influx of energy did stop its heart.
Hours later, Tisk looked around the bunny glade distraught. She was the only remaining bunny on the surface. The others had all finally realized that there was some danger they did not understand and were hiding underground. She had caught sight of one of those dog-things watching from the woods, but it seemed to know better than to approach.
Twenty-five deaths, and even more failures than that. Not every one of her students had met a gruesome end. Some of them just failed to show any progress and went back into the burrow. But so many of them had died. She had tried so many different ideas and variations. But the bunnies had kept dying.
The worst was when they exploded.
Tisk had realized that she was a far larger threat to these bunnies than any single predator or group of predators. She was not certain exactly how many bunnies were still alive in the warren, but she knew that she had made a sizable dent in their population. She could try to go down into the warren to find more students to train but figured it was best to stop before she killed them all.
She sighed as she looked at the corpses that littered the glade. It had been so idyllic when she had first arrived. Now it was littered with blood and bodies.
Foolishly she thought she could do something good. It had seemed so simple to help these bunnies out. But just like in the dungeon, she had brought only death and destruction.
[Thearthea]
Come on Sir Ironpaw, it is time for us to go. If you could come and collect me... I think we should have left a while ago.
However, as broken as Tisk’s spirit was, there was one last thing she wanted to try. Perhaps her failure came from an attempt to rush things. Magic had come to her slowly. Some of the bunnies that had survived had been exposed to her spell. They knew what it felt like to mop. Maybe they would learn how with enough time.
They would need mana, however.
She took a few of her mana jellies and had Sir Ironpaw shred them into tiny pieces and sprinkle them wide around the field. They smeared more than they tore, but it was easy enough for Sir Ironpaw to spread it along the tips of some of the blades of grass.
Tisk knew that she could be condemning the remaining bunnies to death. She was taking a risk. However, the jellies were small, and when spread across an entire field, not very concentrated. It was her hope that they would slowly consume the energy and the bunnies would eventually develop their own internal mana pool.
That or they would all die.
But it seemed that was one of the things that bunnies did. Perhaps that was what truly made her a bad bunny. She had refused to die. She still refused to die. Tisk had already hurt these bunnies. She had already tainted them with the presence of a rule breaker. If some curse followed Tisk, dooming bunnies around her as some form of cosmic punishment, then these bunnies already could not escape their fate.
This way they would at least have a chance. They would become something more than they were, or they would die. But death was always their destiny, whether it was at the hands of a predator or one of their fellow bunnies, it did not really matter. With magic, with power, perhaps at least they could finally take charge of that destiny with their own paws.
Or at least that was what Tisk hoped. She knew that she was not thinking entirely clearly. She was desperate to salvage something worthwhile from the entire situation. Even if seeding the field with mana meant that most or all of the bunnies would eventually die, it was a way she could comfort herself.
She would never know the fate of these bunnies. But when she thought of them, she would be able to imagine them mopping across the glade and out of the reach of birds and dogs and whatever predators threatened to eat them. Tisk did not think that counted as lying. Hoping had to be okay, even if she was hoping for something incredibly unlikely. Because she was not really twisting the meaning of anything. She was just dreaming, and in the end, she would know the truth.
Plus, if she ever needed to punish herself, she could just remember the field as it was, and imagine the other way things might go with the mana jellies she was leaving behind.
If they lived, they lived and she had succeeded, or at least not caused any more harm. If they died, at least the legacy of her failure would end here. She would carry the burden of her choices, but at least the bunnies would not have to go on with the memory of this terrifying day.
One good thing had come from all of this. After witnessing so many bunnies fail and succeed in turn at mopping, she now had a much better idea of how the spell functioned. She thought she would indeed be able to improve on the core spell, go faster, higher, further, and all with less energy. It would also help her to adapt it for Sir Ironpaw.
She thought about talking to Sir Ironpaw about how she was feeling. But it was not his fault and she could not put those burdens on him. She just needed to bunny up and deal with it. Tisk would be fine.
Come on, let's keep heading up the mountain, and keep an eye out for any basilisks.




Chapter 11

 Experiments in Hoping

As the distance from the bunny glade increased, so too did Tisk’s mood. It did not erase her mistakes, but it was easier to think of other things when she could no longer smell the blood or see the dead.
By the time the sun was setting, they were clearly in more mountainous terrain. The trees were much more sparse, and rocks and boulders littered the landscape. They were still closer to the base of the mountain range than the peak, certainly far below the point where the mountains became all white, but Tisk did not want them to be all the way up there anyway. 
She was right where she ought to find basilisks.
Unfortunately, as much as she wanted to meet her foe and finally kill something that deserved it for once, she saw neither hide nor hair of them. There were certainly other critters of note, though Tisk knew none of their names.
She was able to draw parallels between some of them and creatures she had seen before, but many were completely new to her. She was sure an adventurer would be able to name all of them. Part of her was concerned that some of them could be a monster. They were all smaller than Sir Ironpaw, but then again, so were snakes. If any of them were a monster, it would be her job to kill it.
However, she could not just ask the creatures, “Excuse me, are you a monster? If so, I am afraid that I need to kill you.” Even though that seemed like it would be a decent way of going about things, at the very least it would be polite, she had never heard an adventurer say something like that. They always seemed to just know. Besides, she doubted monsters had words to understand her or to respond. And even if they did, monsters could be liars. One could never trust a snake, after all.
Since adventurers always just knew when to kill things, Tisk decided to try and rely on the same intuition. Hopefully, she would know a monster when she saw it. It was possible that basilisks were the only things she needed to worry about in the area. Certainly, that plan seemed better than her initial thought which was to have Sir Ironpaw kill every living thing they came across. That seems like it would be needlessly messy.
They eventually needed to call it a night. Her last attempt at training the bunnies had drained much of her magic, and even nibbling on one of her remaining mana jellies could only take her so far if she wanted to avoid straining herself.
Of course, the thought of stopping for the night brought up an interesting question. Back in the bunny glade she had been still dealing with the pain from her freshly injured legs and engrossed in her thoughts about magic. Sir Ironpaw had naturally fallen onto the ground, and so she had not really thought about it.
But how was an adventurer supposed to sleep for the night out in the wild?
There were no inns or beds out here. She knew that early in her life, when adventurers had first started coming to the dungeon and there were few of them, they would sometimes sleep in her bunny cave. When they did so, they would use bedrolls.
She did not have a bedroll. The thought of buying one never even crossed her mind. Suddenly she felt bad. Sir Ironpaw had probably been cold sleeping out in the open in the field. He would be cold again. Tisk had no idea how to start a campfire. Some adventurers used magic, but if there was a concept that Tisk did not have a firm conceptual understanding of, it was fire.
If she had stuck to the road, she probably would have been able to rent a room in a village or something. Maybe she could have asked to stay in some farmhouse.
Tisk could try to dig a burrow. But a burrow did not just happen overnight. It took time to dig and properly reinforce the tunnels and chambers. Tisk had also never dug anything that would be large enough to fit Sir Ironpaw. In fact, she was fairly certain that if she tried, the tunnel would collapse in on itself.
She looked at some of the trees nearby. Sir Ironpaw could knock them down. Tisk knew that people somehow arranged wood into shelters. But the exact mechanisms by which they did that were completely unknown to her. Tisk still had no idea how they managed those ceilings. She should have spent more time watching those dwarves build their conclave. Of course, they had been using stone and metal instead of wood.
Speaking of stone, there were actually a number of large rocks nearby. Stone was a resource she had in abundance. Tisk put her mind to work, trying to recall as many details as she could from when she was in the town.
It took a bit of work, and very exacting instructions to Sir Ironpaw, but she managed to get three boulders arranged in a triangle, with a fourth rock balanced on top of them. It was not a great shelter, and her ceiling was a far cry from what a human town might have, but it would keep any rain out… Tisk hoped.
It was strange the degree of detail Sir Ironpaw sometimes needed. When he had fought against the minotaur, he had needed practically no instruction and was able to operate almost completely independently, other than the draw on Tisk’s magic. But then sometimes he acted like he just did not understand any of Tisk’s instructions and she would need to mentally guide him through each step of the process. Honestly, she did not think “build a house out of the rocks” was all that hard to understand.
However, everyone had their own strengths and weaknesses. One of Sir Ironpaw’s strengths seemed to be fighting. One of his weaknesses was obviously home building. Still, he had done well enough lifting and placing the boulders under Tisk’s kind instruction.
She was not really sure how heavy the rocks had been. Sir Ironpaw had been able to lift them, but Sir Ironpaw was her friend and was really strong. He did need to use a bit of effort though to lift them in a barrel hug. She was certain that any one of the rocks would have crushed her, if they fell on her.
At that thought, Tisk had Sir Ironpaw kick each of the sides of the shelter from the outside. She did not want the whole thing collapsing on them during the night. Satisfied that it was not, in fact, going to kill them both, Tisk went about having Sir Ironpaw collect dinner.
Due to the continued effect of the healing jelly, she had been eating near constantly. Her legs still hurt if she put too much pressure on them, and she was not sure how much time they would take to heal. She hoped that they would heal given enough time and magical jelly. But even if they did not, it was comforting to know that her friend would be able to take care of her.
The entire hike, he had constantly been grabbing the greenery that Tisk pointed out and shoveling it into his helmet. A few times Tisk needed to clean her mobile home out from waste and refuse. It would have been easy with a few swift kicks from her hind paws, but given their state, it was a bit more work.
However, surrounded by freshly picked greenery and an assortment of petals, Tisk felt it was safe to have Sir Ironpaw tuck himself into the makeshift house. There was not enough space for him to stand or lie down, but if he sat on the ground and pulled up his knees so that he was in a little ball, he could fit.
Tisk winced at the sound of metal scraping against stone, but the shelter did not collapse.
Tisk ate and thought. Eventually, she began to feel tired.
Goodnight Sir Ironpaw.
That night she had nightmares of exploding bunnies. Only this time they were not the bunnies in the field, but her bunny friends from back in the dungeon. And for once they had words. Not many, but they had words enough to ask their question.
“Why? Why are you such a bad bunny?”
When Tisk woke up, she hardly felt rested at all. However, she could feel the light shining through and knew that she needed to start her day. Snake-like basilisks were not going to kill themselves after all. Pluss, Tisk still needed to get to Lastford. She mentally counted the days. Her friends would probably be leaving Serpent's Pass in a bit less than a week based on their guess. She had already squandered a good chunk of her time, so she needed to make sure her days were as productive as possible.
While she wanted to get to hunting right away, it was probably best to start off with a bit of training. The area where they had set up “camp” was fairly open with level ground, and would serve nicely for what she had in mind.
After Sir Ironpaw had set her on top of a rock so she could have a good view and then walked away, Tisk was ready to begin. It was time to check off item number eight... yes eight on her list and get some practice with her magic, even if this exercise was going to be more theoretical than practical.
Before we get started, yell something if you see any birds or any predators, understand?
“Yes.”
Tisk sighed. It was so hard to get Sir Ironpaw to say something of his own volition. She knew that he had all of the words, or at the very least, he understood them and could say them. He just did not use them or think them on his own. Sometimes he would respond to direct questions with a simple yes or no, but Tisk had not yet determined why some questions would prompt that and others would receive only silence.
All of her attempts to engage him in conversations about grass or hopping had ended in awkward silence. In fact, Tisk did not think he had ever responded to a single open-ended question, only ones with explicit yes-no answers. Even then he was picky. “Are you comfortable?” was likely to receive no answer. However, when she had asked, “Have you ever fought a basilisk before,” he had responded with a simple “no.”
It was a bit infuriating. But friendships took work, and she was not going to get angry at Sir Ironpaw just because he was a bit shy. She did not understand exactly how his mind worked, but it was still clear that it worked differently than her own and probably also different from that of a person’s.
She had never seen the inside of a human, dwarf, or elf’s skull before, but she suspected that it did not have magical turning gears inside. Every monster or creature she had ever seen an adventurer crack open always had the same wrinkly organ inside, and in some odd way Tisk thought she was more similar to a human than Sir Ironpaw was.
Still, an order like “yell if you see a bird” was one that she was sure that he would have no problem carrying out. Which was good, since with her legs still hurting Tisk did not want to resort to any sudden heroics and she suspected that she would be more distracted than Sir Ironpaw in this endeavor.
Sir Ironpaw, I would like you to hop.
He was still for a moment, as if trying to interpret her request.
Then he bent his legs and hopped up and down. Tisk just sighed. So this was going to be one of those Tasks, where she needed to walk him through it.
No, not like that. Like a bunny. Hop like a bunny.
She was not sure exactly what was so difficult about that, but he just stood still. For a second it seemed as if his armor started to move, but then it stopped.
Crouch down, and lean forward a bit. You’ve seen me hop. Rest your weight on the pads of your feet.
Tisk continued coaching him through his form until it met her approval. Then she had him begin making little bunny hops across the field. She had to walk him through it and it still did not meet her standards.
However, it was enlightening. Watching him try to emulate a bunny told Tisk that this was another one of those things that Sir Ironpaw was not good at. He probably would never be good at it. His proportions were all wrong, and his weight distribution was far different than her cute little form. No, he was ill-suited to bunny hopping.
Perhaps he had had the right idea when he had just hoped in place while standing up.
They spent the morning with Sir Ironpaw hopping, leaping, skipping, jumping, and prancing about. Often, Tisk just let Sir Ironpaw do what came naturally after she gave the order. Occasionally she would make some tweak to his form or posture, but most of the time she would quickly have him reverse it. She tried to have him move like a bunny, like a person, even like those deer.
At one point Sir Ironpoint had shouted out the word “Something!”
Tisk had been confused at first until she had remembered her earlier instructions. Darting her head around she spotted the bird he had seen. Then it was all mad scrambles and painful legs as she got to the safety of Sir Ironpaw’s helmet.
After the danger had passed, Tisk had returned to her observation post and they had continued.
There was not anything specific she was after. Obviously, if he revealed the ability to perform a magical hop right here and now, that would be fantastic. For a while, she had questioned if Sir Ironpaw really needed the ability, or rather if Tisk needed the ability to let him do it. But everyone deserved to hop, especially a friend of hers. Plus, she had already run into one situation where moping Sir Ironpaw would be useful. With that big sky above, she was sure she would run into one again.
All in all, Tisk was just trying to get a good feeling of how his body moved, as well as what the magic that powered him was doing. Every so often, after she had him try something new, she would have Sir Ironpaw carry her over to his footprints. His weight and size made a deep impact when he landed on the softer soil. Tisk wanted to measure the depth to get a read on the forces involved. Did one type of movement create a greater impact? Was there a relationship between the force and the quality of the jump?
At first, Tisk had been stuck with frustratingly vague observations. “Well, that looks a bit deeper.” Pure worthless trash. It had struck her when she was wishing there was some sort of device for measuring distance as there was time.
They had located a stick, the straightest one they could find. Tisk then had Sir Ironpaw make marks on the stick by pushing it against his sword. The marks were spaced out the width of one of her toes. Interestingly enough, after Tisk had him make the first few markings, he seemed to understand what they were doing and made the rest without requiring any guidance or Tisk’s paw to gauge the spacing. She wondered if he had some way of magically determining distances, but finding out from him would be its own frustrating battle. Frankly, it did not seem worth it.
After all, Tisk now had her toe-stick.
Hmm… I don’t know about the name. Watches measure time, and you watch them. This will measure distance, and you will need to look at it.  A look? Look-stick.
Tisk shook her head. The name was important, but she could work on it later when they hit the road again. For now, it was important to measure those footprints. 
It looked like there might indeed be a pattern.
What she really wanted to do is get some measurements from herself to compare. Unfortunately, any prints she would leave behind would be far too small to easily measure. A high-powered mop might leave a deeper mark. But that would probably also undo any healing her legs had managed. Still, she was sorely tempted. She could try pairing the mop with a floft, but she had never cast the two spells in such quick succession before. Tisk would practically need to cast them simultaneously.
That was an intriguing line of inquiry, but one that would deserve its own practice session when she was not so likely to permanently injure herself with a mistake,
Ultimately, what Tisk needed to do was construct an image in her mind of what Sir Ironpaw would be doing during a mop. She needed to be able to visualize the way his legs would move, a way that was wholly un-bunny-like. But the concept needed to go beyond what she could see. She had to think about what would be happening with the magic in his legs, as that was effectively his musculature.
A major question she had was how the magic from her spell would interact with the magic in Sir Ironpaw. It became especially confusing because, in a way, his magic was her magic. It came from her in the first place, after all. She had little experience with multiple interacting sources of magic. It was not like she had magic already in her legs when she cast mop.
Or do I?
She was not quite sure how sensing magical energies was supposed to work. When she had been mentally communicating with her friends after finally working out the spell, Frevir had somehow been tracing her magic. For Tisk’s part, she just kind of… felt it. It was hard for Tisk to explain, and she was fairly certain she did not have any of the proper words to describe it. Eventually, she would need to fix that.
However, it was hard to sense inside herself. She could feel that pool of energy, of course. She still did not know exactly where that was located. Tisk could also feel energy flowing into it as it refreshed. But… As Tisk thought about it, there was something more.
Energy flowed back out of it in little tributaries. It went somewhere else. She was not sure.
Tisk looked up at the sky and found the sun. This was obviously going to take some time. Before she could even begin answering the question of how her spell would work on Sir Ironpaw, she needed to have a better understanding of how it worked on herself. The… incident at the bunny glade had gone a long way towards that in actuality. However, she had been focused on observing the mechanics of it all, and had not devoted enough of her attention to what the magical energies were doing. She had not noticed if they were interacting with anything already existing inside of the other bunnies.
Even once she had the image of how everything would work, she would then need to dissect it to figure out how it differed from a normal mop then firmly associate it with a suffix. This all was far more complicated than figuring out how to mop another bunny.
However, she had gotten what she had needed from Sir Ironpaw, at least for the moment. The rest of the project was something Tisk could work on while they were on the move. Unfortunately, she had developed a list of half a dozen different things to investigate and think about. It really was a shame that Tisk could not think on more than one thing at a time.
When Sir Ironpaw’s hand reached out, she hopped up into it so he could deposit her back inside her — rather his helmet. Tisk did not want to be presumptuous.
Again, you are sure you don’t mind me riding inside.
And like the first time Tisk had asked, he did not say anything. Tisk took that for a good sign. If he really was bothered by it, she probably would have seen some sign of it by that point.




Chapter 12

Petrifying Sight

That night Tisk still hadn't found any basilisks and she began to wonder if she was doing something wrong. At the very least she knew that she was in the right place. They had told her to go west. The mountains were to the west and Lastford was to the south. As long as she kept the mountains to her right, then she could get to Lastford, and as long as she wandered around their base, she was where the basilisks were supposed to be.
At least she had found some of the scales her friends had told her indicated basilisks should be nearby. But no basilisks.
They camped much in the same fashion as the previous day. Tisk had Sir Ironpaw arrange rocks until a suitable shelter had been produced. He still required as much supervision with the task as he had previously required, but Tisk did not mind.
It was similar, in some ways, to creating a burrow. In each case, the goal was shelter. At first, it seemed like one went about achieving that goal in completely different ways. However, their differences only served to starkly contrast their sameness.
Digging a burrow dealt with soft soil and dirt. Moving rocks around meant working with hard stone, obviously. But in each case, it meant the manipulation of a solid substance that was part of the ground.
When she dug, she removed dirt. It left the burrow and became part of the outside. Building the stone shelter was the opposite. They took the boulders from what would become the outside and brought them to become part of the shelter. One was subtractive, the other was additive. But even still, the material went and came from somewhere. In the end, it was less construction or creation and more the simple rearrangement of the ground.
If Sir Ironpaw was many, many times bigger, he could shove over the mountains. All of their stone would collapse into the valley, covering the land where Serpent’s Pass was located. In the end, it would all be flat. It would be different, obviously, but it would still all be composed of the same stuff.
It was no deep revelation about the functioning of the universe for Tisk. The comparison between the two shelters did not spawn hundreds of little side thoughts. It was just an interesting thing to idly think about as she directed Sir Ironpaw to grab another rock that she thought was just right.
Tisk felt like she could appreciate and understand the types of constructions people made a little bit better. Once they were settled into the new shelter, she felt just a little bit more at home. If she closed her eyes, she could imagine that she and Sir Ironpaw were inside a very large bunny burrow. Again, the word large being relative.
This second rock shelter was a bit more advanced than the one they had constructed the previous night. More rocks had gone into its construction, and Tisk had taken more care in selecting which ones they would use and instructing Sir Ironpaw on where to place them. In the end, it kept them safe until the morning.
When the light of the rising sun peeked through the visor, Tisk woke up and had Sir Ironpaw continue their journey roughly South.
Things repeated as such for the next two days. Searching. Finding some signs that basilisks might have once been around, but finding nothing. Tisk did not even see any other creatures that could be maybe-monsters. Then they would make a shelter.
The only interesting thing of note that they did find were odd grooves in the ground leading to large holes that might have even been caves. They almost reminded her of bunny burrows, only actually large enough for Sir Ironpaw, just like she had imagined. But basilisks did not live in holes, at least not according to Frevir’s book. So they were something to investigate a later day.
It was still morning on the third day in the mountain foothills when Tisk felt her heart racing. She was confused at first until she realized that she was afraid. Then she was even more confused.
Why was she afraid?
Tisk was with her best friend, and other than the intruder who had killed the dungeon, she had yet to see anything that she really felt could best Sir Ironpaw. Granted, she had still seen only a very small bit of the world, but she was reasonably confident Sir Ironpaw was stronger than most things out there. He would keep her safe. So why was she afraid?
Her nose twitched. Then she smelled it. Obviously, she had been smelling it earlier, but she had been too distracted by her thoughts to notice it. Tisk had been trying to trace where the energy that overflowed from her pool down those little streams went. Obviously, some of the energy was going to Sir Ironpaw, but that did not answer where the rest went. In terms of absolute quantity, it was insignificant, but now that she had noticed it, it was distracting. It was also potentially important to deepening her understanding of magic.
So that was why she had only unconsciously recognized the smell. But now all of Tisk’s thoughts focused on it. There was evil in the air.
Be on your guard, Sir Ironpaw. There are enemies nearby.
Cloying and musky, the rank odor seemed to hang in the air. The scent was not exactly like what she was familiar with, but in the end, it was unmistakable. The smell of snake was wafting all around her.
It was so strong now, that Tisk could not imagine how she had not immediately noticed it.
Then Tisk noticed the ground rumbling. Safely ensconced inside the padding of Sir Ironpaw’s helmet, she may not have noticed it, save for the fact that she was a bunny and as such was intimately familiar with both the ground and all of the ways in which it normally did not rumble. In fact, in her experience, the ground had never shaken before, not like it was now — other than the day the dungeon had died.
Luckily, these tremors were far and away from as strong as when a mountain had collapsed on her bunny cave. In magnitude, if not in character, they were much closer to the steps of that minotaur Sir Ironpaw had helped her friends fight. But while the minotaur’s steps had been mostly stillness punctuated by quick violence, the rumbling Tisk now felt was a constant sensation.
Next, she heard it, and Tisk was even more on edge. It was the noise of something being dragged across the ground. Something large and heavy and being dragged far more quickly than anything that noisy had a right to be moved. There was the sound of stone cracking and rocks scattering. But despite the alienness of the noise, there was something about the rhythm that she recognized. Her nerves were even more on edge as she finally connected with why it sounded familiar.
But it was far too loud to be that.
Tisk felt herself freeze when she saw the source of the noise and the rumbling, but it was not because of any magical effect. She was fairly certain that she could move, if she was able to get past her shock and horror and the one thought overwhelming all else in her mind.
That is much larger than I was expecting.
In this case, she felt it was fair to use the word large without any sort of qualifier. The size was a bit difficult for Tisk to comprehend. She supposed in the grand scheme of things, it was not that large. Certainly, it could not swallow a mountain or even a building. But it was supposed to be so much smaller. It would be difficult to get this monster’s eyes through the opening in her jar.
Except, Tisk did not see its eyes at all. Basilisks were supposed to have eyes! And now that Tisk took a better look at it, it also had a lot fewer legs than she had been expecting, in that it had no legs.
The picture Frevir had shown her clearly showed that a basilisk had four legs and was smaller than a man. This basilisk also looked a greyish purple, when he had clearly said they were more of a greyish yellow. She had thought he had been a reliable source of information.
Tisk realized that the creature before her just might — just possibly — not be one of the slow-moving basilisk creatures when it lunged forward at lightning speed. It happened faster than Tisk could react, but she had told Sir Ironpaw to be “on guard” and on guard he was. Unfortunately, that did not extend to striking first, but it did at least mean he brought up his shield.
A jaw crashed down on the metal barrier, and Tisk could feel him getting pushed back several feet. Tisk was still processing what she was seeing and just sat in the helmet in silence as she looked up at the creature. Its long sinuous body was broken into many segments. However, each segment was covered in scales as large as Tisk herself.
This… Tisk did not know what it was. If she did not know any better, she would say... She would say it was a giant horrible snake. But that could not be. There was no way the world could allow something so wrong to exist. So she must be hallucinating or in some other way wrong. No, this thing could not be a snake.
There were differences: the lack of eyes, the body segmentation. But the way it moved and the way it smelled. It even had scales. Her own eyes could not help but tell her that this thing looked like a snake.
But if her eyes were not lying, it was easily large enough to swallow her whole. Her, as in just her. It would have to chomp Sir Ironpaw into pieces to get him down. Then again, Tisk had seen how snakes could unhinge their jaws to swallow things they really shouldn’t. Even though she felt like it might choke the not-snake, Tisk thought it might be able to get her armored friend down if it started at the feet.
Ironically, had she not been inside Sir Ironpaw, the monstrosity probably would have passed her by. A tiny bunny like her was likely not even worth the effort for something so large. But, it had noticed Sir Ironpaw, and he was her friend. They were in this fight together.
Fight back and kill this thing!
Tisk did not know what she could do other than provide emotional support and energy. But if that was all she could contribute to the fight, she would make sure to do as good of a job as she could.
She remembered back in the woods being concerned that she would not be able to recognize a monster when she saw one. The comforting conciliation from all of this was that she no longer needed to be concerned about her ability to differentiate monster from non-monster. There was no doubt in her mind that this thing was a monster.
Sir Ironpaw’s sword slashed out in a counterblow. Tisk expected it to end the fight there and then. Perhaps it would cleave through the monster’s neck, or slice open some sort of artery. Instead, the monster angled its body, and the blow skidded off its tough scales in a shower of sparks.
At the very least Sir Ironpaw’s sword had done some damage. There was a clear mark where the strike had landed, and it was not a mere scratch either. But neither had it managed to cut through to the flesh beneath…
If there was flesh that is. To Tisk, it looked as if the scales were made of stone. They certainly seemed to have the hardness of rock. She wondered if it might be stone all the way through. She would think that there would need to be fleshy and vulnerable organs beneath its tough exterior, but then again, until she met him Tisk had never considered that an existence like Sir Ironpaw could function. People probably looked at him and assumed all sorts of squishy organs were underneath his armored shell, when in reality, the only squishy thing inside was her.
Sir Ironpaw’s arm swung back in a second slash, recovering from the deflection. It struck a different location resulting in similar damage, though this time he maintained in full control of his sword as it attempted to ricochet off the scales. Tisk wondered how many strikes would be required to get to the flesh that may or may not be underneath.
Her ponderings were both brought to an abrupt end and partially answered as the monster made its displeasure at the strike evident. The maybe-snake reared up as it hissed in displeasure. Its voice sounded like gravel rumbling down a hill. Then the hissing cut off with the opening of its maw. Tisk could see that, indeed, there was a fleshy inside. One that dripped of sickly-looking saliva.
Before the monster’s head came crashing down, Tisk had just enough time to notice that unlike the snakes she was familiar with, this monster did not have any fangs. Instead, it had many smaller serrated teeth ringing the entirety of its mouth. Though she would not describe them as fangs, each one individually could easily skewer her.
Its mouth crashed against the length of Sir Ironpaw’s sword as he cast aside his shield and braced the blade with his off-hand.
Tisk had not been expecting the ferocity of the impact, and her world fuzzed in pain. The padding had helped as she was knocked back, and maybe it would have been sufficient had she not already been injured. But she could feel her injured legs pressed between her body and the side of the helmet.
The snake, Tisk had decided to call the monster what it was, reared back and came crashing back down on them. Tisk had just enough time to cast floft to increase the cushioning inside the helmet. Tisk was beginning to think that it might not have been a great idea to ride inside Sir Ironpaw while he was fighting.
[Floft]
The snake struck again.
[Floft]
And again.
[Floft]
Tisk had lost track of what exactly was happening in the battle. She heard the sounds of Sir Ironpaw’s sword striking against stone and the flash of sparks. He began pulling more deeply on her magic, and she began needing to brace herself against his own movements as he moved faster. At least he had apparently found the opportunity to dodge out of the way.
[Floft]
She saw him block another blow with his shield and realized that she had not even noticed him retrieving it.
[Floft]
And then she could feel him leaping forward bringing his sword in a downward strike.
[Floft]
There was a sound of rock cracking, like thunder breaking across the sky. For a second, Tisk thought they had won, but then she saw the beast’s body coiling up as it reared its head higher than before. The roaring hiss echoed up and down the mountains, and Tisk felt fear. Even if it were not for the primal bunny within, she knew the monster was now well and truly angry.
The blows were coming faster now, and each time Sir Ironpaw managed to have his sword or shield in the way. Once Tisk thought he had picked up a large boulder and jammed it into the monster’s mouth. But, it had just crushed the thing into pebbles with a jaw strength that astounded Tisk.
While Sir Ironpaw was showcasing that he really did know how to fight, Tisk simply could not keep up. A regular disgusting snake she could handle. However, she was simply outclassed here. Trying to cushion her impact with each blow was not working.
She simply did not have time to visualize her body being cushioned with each impact. With the rapid movement, she could not even see half the strikes through the limited field of view of the visor. So she needed to take a different approach or else face the risk of being rattled to death.
Tisk visualized a bubble of softness around her. The padding in the helmet was thicker, as well as her own fur. It was all so soft and fluffy.
[Floft]
She did not let the spell fade, instead, she kept a constant flow of mana going to it and planned to sustain it for as long as she could. In her mind, she could almost imagine digging a semi-permanent trench from her pool of mana to her new cushioning.
And the visualization and magic held. Tisk now heard more than felt the battle. Her place inside the helmet still rattled and shook. When Sir Ironpaw’s sword smashed against the monster’s tough hide the vibrations still reached her. But it was all damped by a thick layer of fluffy softness as if the fight was happening miles away and not right outside.
Tisk would not be able to keep it up indefinitely, already she felt the level of mana inside that strange organ, or pool, or whatever it was, draining at a dangerous rate. She was already supplementing it with reserves from her artifact, but Tisk made the decision that she had better start eating some mana jelly right away.
As she ate some of the jelly, noticing that her supplies of both jellies were already much lower than they had been when she had left Serpent’s Pass, Tisk surveyed the battlefield. She saw blood, or at least what she thought was blood, scattered about on the stone. It was not red but rather was green. And it sizzled slightly, emitting some sort of noxious steam. But everything else about this snake was off, so why not its blood as well?
So at least Sir Ironpaw had done some real damage to it.
She considered attempting to wrap Sir Ironpaw’s shield in a floft spell of its own. Tisk really had not contributed much to the fight other than identifying the threat before it had arrived. But she did not think she would be able to split her focus like that. Using floft while she was already using floft seemed like it would be too much for her little bunny brain. One soft thing was fine, but two? If only she could think more things at once, her life would be so much simpler.
Perhaps, if she reinforced the idea of that trench leading to her personal bubble. If the idea of being surrounded in softness was second nature, akin to breathing, then it would not require any-
Her thoughts were interrupted by the fact that she was no longer sitting right-side up. It was not so much that her personal orientation had changed, but that the entire world around her had been flipped on its side. Sir Ironpaw had finally failed to mitigate one of the snake’s attacks, and it had seized him in its jaw. Tisk could feel everything swinging about as Sir Ironpaw was now moving involuntarily.
The shock had almost caused Tisk to drop her own spell, perhaps she had been too focused on ways to expand her magic rather than the battle around her. But she held onto her magic, and despite being a little bit rattled, she personally was okay.
Sir Ironpaw on the other paw… Tisk was not sure if he was technically not okay, but he certainly was no longer on the ground. Which of course meant that Tisk was no longer on the ground by association. While that was not the end of the world, Tisk would be hard-pressed to claim it was a good thing.
Within her bubble of softness, she could feet the snake thrashing them about, and then trying to slam them against the hard rock ground. That was the worst of it. Tisk was concerned that the repeated impacts could potentially knock part of Sir Ironpaw’s insides loose but had yet to hear any rattling. So she at least hoped he was still doing fine. Perhaps the monster got frustrated because it flipped them up into the air.
Then the world went dark, as in literally, there was no light. Tisk tried to work out what had happened as she replayed the last few minutes in her mind. The monster had opened its jaw wide. They were falling head down. Then it hit her.
That jerk ate us!
Tisk, to her pride, had never been eaten before. Typically, that was considered one of the key hallmarks of success for a bunny. Whenever she saw a bunny who was uneaten, she always knew ‘that bunny must have their life together.’
Now, even if they escaped from their predicament — and she had every intention of escaping, even if she had never heard of a bunny being uneaten before — Tisk could no longer brag about never haven being eaten. Perhaps that was not a big loss; that had not been something she had typically bragged about before. In the past, it had always just… sort of been a given.
Honestly, it was all a great indignity. Tisk knew it would probably never come up in conversation, or at least she hoped that it would never come up. But if it ever did, Tisk just knew that she would lose all respect. She herself could never respect someone who had been eaten.
Though…
Being uneaten was perhaps something to brag about. Not that she wanted to brag, that is. Tisk was a humble bunny. But she did know that adventurers discussed their accomplishments and wanted to have something to her name. She just did not know if having been eaten and then escaping would win her any acceptance.
Of course, that was the key, wasn’t it? Tisk had to make sure they escaped before she could choose to either brag or be humble about the entire experience. It would have been nice to have had a plan for something like this, but it had caught her by surprise.
Personally, she had to admit to being a little bit impressed that the monster had somehow managed to swallow them whole. Tisk just had to hope the monster was not quite as skilled at keeping them down. Tisk had considered the possibility of it eating them. It had been one of the first things she had thought about. If one saw a predator, it was important to think “how could that eat me.” Tisk just had not really expected it to happen. But she certainly wanted them out, and now. The how was just not immediately obvious to her.
Considering the fact that Sir Ironpaw had gone still, this was obviously one of those situations where he did not know what to do. Or, perhaps more worryingly, he was injured.
Either way, it was up to Tisk to do something about this, frankly, horrible situation.
First thing first was fully understanding what had happened. The monster had flipped Sir Ironpaw so that he would fit into its mouth. It had then swallowed him headfirst. However, rather than being upside down, Sir Ironpaw was now laying on his side, inside the monster.
From where she was located, Tisk could feel that the monster must be moving somewhere, taking them with it. Without any light, she could not rely on sight to determine anything about their circumstance. Unfortunately, her other senses did not tell her anything that was immediately useful.
It was all just more on the worrying side.
There was a particularly disgusting squelching sound coming from all around. There was also something sharp constantly grinding against Sir Ironpaw’s armor. Underneath it all, Tisk thought she could make out the faint sound of sizzling.
Worse than the concerning sounds however, was her nose. The smell was atrocious. There was no fresh air, and what she could breathe was hot and moist and tainted with the stench of bile.
Sir Ironpaw, can you swing your sword around?
“No.” The sound was muffled but echoed around inside the helmet.
Good. Well… not good that he could not swing his sword. But it was good that he was able to answer. It meant that if he was injured or damaged, it could not be too bad. Honestly, Tisk would have been surprised if he had answered “yes.” From what she had seen of the monster’s size, Sir Ironpaw was likely constricted from all around. Even with his strength, he would have difficulty if he did not have the space to move.
Tisk supposed that one option was to simply wait. However, simply wishing that the monster would regurgitate them, or release them in... some other way, seemed a bit naïve. How long was she willing to simply try waiting things out. And if she eventually decided enough was enough, she would have to resort to trying something, so she might as well start with trying something.
Besides, escaping could perhaps allow her to recover some of her dignity.
Suddenly Tisk jerked back in surprise. Some sort of liquid had dripped through Sir Ironpaw’s visor and landed on her paw. It burned. Tisk tried to lick her paw, but jerked her head back as her tongue burned. Suddenly, she had a sinking feeling about what the sizzling noise she was hearing was from.
She had no idea what that liquid was, but if the monster was full of the stuff, then waiting was not an option. Even if they did escape that way eventually, she did not like the idea of Sir Ironpaw being forced to endure that. Perhaps the pain from the liquid had been worse for her soft bunny flesh, but she still had a hard time imagining that it was good for her friend, armored or not.
So a plan… Tisk needed a plan.
Can you move your legs at all?
“Yes.”
That was something to work with. She did not know what to do with that, but it was something. A sudden bump interrupted her thoughts. She could still feel the monster moving, as it slid across the ground, going wherever it went when it ate things. Bunnies move about in elegant hops. Snakes were dirty and just slid along the ground, feeling every bump and protrusion. Tisk supposed that technically she still was not sure if the monster was a snake, but it was close enough to be just as horrible.
Slowly a plan began to come together in her mind. Perhaps the word plan was a bit generous. Idea. Idea was a better word.
Can you press your feet against anything solid, preferably so you could push yourself forward or backward? And bend your legs a bit?
“Yes.”
When I cast my spell, kick out your legs as hard as you can.
It was beginning to get harder to breathe. More of that acidic liquid had dripped through the helmet, and Tisk could feel it in the air. Her lungs were beginning to sting more and more with each second.
Her plan would work though, as long as there was some space for Sir Ironpaw to move his legs. Even if it required him pushing into the sides of the monster. Most of her idea was dependent on Tisk’s own abilities.
She really was not ready to cast her new spell in the midst of battle. However, if she focused, she might be able to get it to work at least once.
Bunnies hop, but not just bunnies.
Everything can hop. To hop is to hope.
Sirs wear heavy armor. But even armor can hop
Muscle tenses and magic tenses.
Sirs might hop differently, but sirs still hop.
Tisk repeated the mantra in her mind. It was something she had been working on to help iron out the right concepts. It was hard to concentrate with everything going on around her, but she tried to put it all out of her head.
Instead of what was going on around her, she tried to imagine Sir Ironpaw’s legs kicking out. They would bend at the hips and the knees. His ankles would move as well. They would spring away with explosive force. It would be like one of those metal springs. She imagined the way in which her spell would intertwine with the magic already in his legs. The magic would be compatible. After all, it all came from her. It would infuse the spell structure that was his muscles. Tisk kept telling herself that.
Finally, all of the right thoughts coalesced in her head.
Mop-Sir
Unfortunately, it did not work the first time. Nor did it work the third or fourth time she tried. It was just too hard to hold the visualization along with the conceptualization all in her mind at once. The keyword was supposed to trigger it and lock it all in mentally, but she was just not there yet. Tisk could tell the mantra was helping; she just needed to do better.
Mop-Sir
She had already dropped her bubble of floft to dedicate her full focus on this task.
Mop-Sir
Bunnies hop, but not just bunnies.
Everything can hop. To hop is to hope.
Sirs wear heavy armor. But even armor can hop
Muscle tenses and magic tenses.
Sirs might hop differently, but sirs still hop.
Mop-Sir
Sir Ironpaw will mop. I know he can do it. I can do this.
Tisk could feel something sizzling against her fur, and she decided to stop breathing. The air was too thick with the burning pain. While her lungs begged for fresh air, she knew her environment would provide no relief.
However, the burning in her fur helped provide clarity and perspective. Either she did this, or she would die. Sir Ironpaw might survive, Tisk did not know, but he would be without a friend to provide him with guidance. But Tisk… Tisk would die. If she wanted to live, she needed to make this work.
Tisk wanted to live. She just was not sure if she deserved to live after everything she had done.
[Mop-Sir]
Kick!
The spell was far less powerful, less coherent, than it ought to have been, considering the amount of energy Tisk had poured into it. However, she felt that it was understandable given how much trouble she had holding the spell together. She supposed that it was probably also a good thing. Because despite the weakness of the spell, without her flolt bubble, Tisk could feel the sudden, jarring impact.
And again, despite the weakness of the spell, it worked.
There was the horrific sound of flesh tearing followed by metal impacting stone and stone cracking. Then there was a roar echoing all around them.
Sir Ironpaw, escape!
Tisk was not sure of the full result of her spell, as her world was still confined to the small space of the helmet. But it seemed like Sir Ironpaw now had more space to wiggle and struggle. She could feel the vibrations of repeated impacts, could hear squelching, and then more stone breaking.
The burning in her nostrils was supplemented by something else now, the coppery tang of blood.
She considered trying to cast the spell again, but quickly discarded the idea. It had taken up too much energy, and she was down to drawing on her collar now. The fight was not over yet, and Sir Ironpaw would need her to power him. Besides, there were far more distractions now and Tisk did not think she would be able to achieve a sufficient level of concentration.
As her lungs began to reach their final stage of protest, something shifted. She felt Sir Ironpaw sliding, and then pulling himself from the constricted confines of the monster.
Looking through the helmet, she could see a hole in the monster’s side where Sir Ironpaw’s feet had cracked through tissue and scaly stone. Blood and bile rushed out, and the monster lay there twitching. Tisk could see it still breathing, but wondered how much longer it would continue to do so.
If she ever ate grass that decided to burst out of her stomach, she did not think she would live for too long with such an injury. It reminded her of the importance of always chewing her food.
They had escaped, for certain definitions of escape. At the very least Tisk would live a bit longer.




Chapter 13

Snake Pit

Though Tisk could see the snake, she could not see where exactly they were.
Obviously, they were in some sort of cave or tunnel. It was only slightly wider than the monster itself. However, her new subterranean location was not lit by any natural light. Instead, everything was bathed in a purple glow. She quickly spotted the source as many magical crystals spread across the walls and ceiling of the tunnel. The crystals all looked to be the same type, and while some of the shards were large, even compared to Sir Ironpaw, many more were tiny, almost like blades of grass themselves.
But beyond that, their location was a mystery to Tisk.
More importantly was the fact that Tisk could now breathe. The smell of bile was now mixing with the stench of snake, but fresh air was starting to make itself known as well. Her nose twitched. There was some other smell.
Her eyes widened. The air was thick with the scent of
However, before Tisk had a chance to fully appreciate the scent of fresh air again, there was another impact.
The monster was still alive, and apparently, it had a bit more fight in it than Tisk had first thought. As it roared it thrashed, and as it thrashed it hit Sir Ironpaw. They went sliding across the stone ground sending up dim sparks, but suddenly they were falling.
[Floft]
She felt bad protecting just herself with the spell. She did not know how far they were going to fall, and deepening on how far they were falling it could be something that would hurt Sir Ironpaw. But she was starting to get tired, and if she was being honest, she did not think she would be able to cast the floft spell on her friend. Despite thinking about it, it was something she had never attempted, and while mid-air was not the time for experimentation. She would just have to hope the dungeon armor would be okay. Besides, casting the spell that way would probably require a bit of work for the visualization, and she had no idea how long until they-
They hit the ground.
Or at least she thought it was the ground. The dim light from the crystals above barely reached them. She could see they had fallen into a pit, but the light stopped along the walls. Above she could still see a clearly writhing monster, but it seemed more focused on its injury than them.
Sir Ironpaw was getting up, for that Tisk was thankful. However, he seemed to be struggling to find his footage. Perhaps he really had been injured by everything they had been through. The impact had not been as hard as Tisk might have expected, but however much being in that monster’s stomach had hurt her, she was sure it had been worse for him.
The first thing they needed to do, however, was to get out of the stupid hole they had found themselves in. Why would that snake monster have even taken them to a pit anyways? Maybe it was just passing by, stupid monster.
Looking at the edge of the pit higher up in the light, she thought Sir Ironpaw would be able to climb it, or at least she hoped he would. It sloped outwards slightly and there seemed to be plentiful handholds. If that failed, she would try another mop-sir. For the sake of conserving her energy she would rather save that as a last resort. Even if she cast it perfectly, it was harder to jump a giant suit of magical armor than it was a tiny little bunny.
The question was if the walls at their level had similar handholds. Sir Ironpaw’s weight was still shifting from side to side, which was unusual. Normally he stood stock still unless he was carrying out an order, and even then he would move with a smooth grace. But treating whatever injuries he had would just need to wait until they were someplace safe — and until Tisk figured out how to treat the injuries of a walking suit of armor.
We need light. Sir Ironpaw, get out the glow-juice jar.
She was not entirely sure about the “we” part of that statement. Sir Ironpaw obviously was aware of his surroundings, but he did not have proper eyes, at least not like her. Not for the first time she wondered how exactly it was that he saw and what it was like for him. Did whatever serve as his eyes work the same for him as it did for her?
Did blue look the same to Sir Ironpaw’s senses as it did to her bunny eyes? Was green a wonderful and soothing color to him as it was to her? More importantly at the moment, could he see in the dark? It suddenly occurred to her that Sir Ironpaw might not have vision that made written symbols get all blurry. He might even be able to read. It would not be the same as reading herself, but-
No, she had to focus on the issue at paw. Even if he did not need any additional light, Tisk did. If she wanted to give intelligent directions, she needed to be able to see their situation. Sure, she could still smell the nearly overpowering smell of the monster. In fact, it seemed just as strong in this stupid pit as it had at the top. Perhaps the stink was sinking down from the monster.
There was also that weird noise she had been hearing since they landed. No, not a single noise, it sounded more like hundreds of little hisses all blending together. But ultimately, she needed to be able to see in order to make sense of everything, and more importantly evaluate the sides of the pit. Unfamiliar scents and sounds were useless until she could identify them.
That was why she had Sir Ironpaw get out the glow-fruit juice.
It had been one of her purchases back in Serpent's Pass. She might have passed over it in the store, but she had seen adventurers using them before, and she had remembered the difficulties she had faced with light in the dungeon. While she had not originally planned to go underground again anytime soon, it had seemed like a sensible precaution. Considering that she now found herself in some type of cave or tunnel system, she was glad she had made it.
While the store had stocked a wide variety of lighting implements, many of them seemed complicated. She knew for a fact that some of them required some form of activation or that there was a trick to their operation. How did one go about turning on a torch anyhow? And despite seeing adventurers light a lantern, Tisk still did not have a firm understanding of fire. So she had gone with a foolproof choice.
She had purchased a jar of glow fruit juice. The shopkeeper had told her it would fade with time, but as long as it was not exposed to air, it would maintain its glow for at least a few weeks. The small bottle was something that even an idiot could figure out; you just pulled it out. It was also a bit comforting. She had grown up just a stone’s throw away from the glow fruit trees, and it was nice to have another piece of home.
The bottom of the pit suddenly got brighter, but not nearly as much as Tisk had expected. Sir Ironpaw’s hands came up, and Tisk could see shards of broken glass in his glowing hands. The jar had obviously shattered in the fight, and now his hands were covered in the illuminating fluid. It was far from ideal, but it was at least something.
Hadn’t Frevir said something about potion bottles breaking? She wondered if the eye jar was still in one piece.
Sir Ironpaw shifted again, this time nearly falling to the ground. As his hand flew downward to balance himself, it cast light on the floor, answering Tisk’s curiosity about his uneven footing. 
The pit was littered with skeletons of animals that had been scoured clean of any flesh. However, it was not an issue of them standing on a shifting pile of bones. No, that would have been a relief compared to what Tisk saw. There was no stone floor that she could see. Instead, the floor was writhing. Each time it shifted, Sir Ironpaw needed to adjust his weight. It was alive… No, it was not a single entity. It was hundreds of little things.
Some of the skeletons were clearly animals. However, one of them… It might have been human. She had never seen a human skull before, but the size seemed a bit right.
Then she saw the broken bits of shell.
With the movement, it was hard to pick any one creature out from the rest, but she managed to trace the long form of one. With growing horror, she began to realize what she was surrounded by. Tisk could only stare in shock as she saw one of the horrible creatures crawling up Sir Ironpaw’s leg.
Tisk still was not sure if these things were snakes. They smelled like snakes and had many characteristics in common, but there was enough differences to make her uncertain. However, they were close enough that being dropped into a hatchling pit filled with hundreds of the little creatures was like something out of one of her nightmares. The ones where she got eaten, not the ones where she lost all of her words.
Finally, Sir Ironpaw lost his balance and fell forward. The light was nearly completely diminished as the sliding segmented bodies filled her vision. However, just enough light was coming through for her to realize what was happening. One of the not-snakes was trying to squeeze itself through the visor.
KILL THEM. KILL THEM ALL!
Tisk screamed the order. It was the only important thing at the moment. There could be no just world where these things were allowed to live, and if it was up to her to dispense justice, then so be it. It was time for her to take such things into her own paws. There was lurching motion as suddenly Sir Ironpaw was in action.
Tisk bit at the snake as it tried to worm its way in. It was like biting a rock, but at least she startled it. At times like this, she really wished she understood some type of fire magic like so many spell casting adventurers seemed to use. She so desperately wished to bathe the entire pit in flames. Then again, she did not know if it was possible to burn stone.
Her own personal foe hissed at her, and Tisk turned her back to it.
[Mop]
Her back legs kicked out and there were two simultaneous cracks. One was the stone skin of the horrible monster cracking, as its motion came to a stop. The other was from her still injured legs, as something gave. Tisk whimpered in pain, but she needed to be a strong bunny.
The snake dropped away from the vizor as Sir Ironpaw moved about the pit. Glow juice fluid had been sprayed all over the place and was mixing with the blood of these monsters. But she could see that he had made excellent progress in carrying out her instructions. While the thick hide of the larger creature had been problematic for Sir Ironpaw, he was easily able to break the much smaller and younger monsters in the pit.
However, her satisfaction evaporated as a roar echoed from above. It seemed the mother — father? Tisk was not really sure — was not only still alive, but also angry. Glancing up, she knew immediately it would be a problem. At the bottom of the pit, they would have no room to maneuver or dodge. In fact, if the thing chose to slide down the hole, it could simply crush them with its weight.
Tisk furrowed her brow in concentration and panic. She did not want to end up inside that thing again. Almost as much as she did not want to end up getting squished.
Mop-sir
Mop-sir
Mop-sir
[Mop-Sir]
The spell took hold easier this time, though still with considerable difficulty.
Jump!
She felt herself being pressed down into the fabric of the helmet, and for a moment she thought their escape from the pit had been completely successful. However, as they rose above the lip of the pit, Tisk saw the angry visage of the monster. It lashed out, and there was a heavy clang.
For Sir Ironpaw’s part, he was sent flying back, thankfully landing outside of the pit. Sparks flew as he skidded across the ground, and crystal shattered as he slammed into one large piece.
Tisk's fate, however, was not something she had been expecting. The force that had impacted Sir Ironpaw did not, in fact, hit her. And while it sent him flying backward, it had no effect on her. Apparently, bodies at rest would remain at rest. Of course, being inside of the magical armor that was being sent flying backward while remaining motionless was a rather bad thing. It seemed she would need to install some netting over the visor in the future to help hold her in.
She found herself tumbling through midair, outside of Sir Ironpaw’s shell, and then there was another impact. The monster had not hit her directly, but as it swung back, she did happen to be in its way. Unfortunately, when a giant steps on a bunny, it does not matter if it is intentional or not.
Tisk rolled or perhaps bounced along the monster’s back. Or at least she thought she did, before she went flying. That one fact spreading out the impact probably made the difference between Tisk ending up in a world of pain and simply dying then and there. As it was, Tisk hurt. She hurt a lot.
Her bunny body went sailing where it slammed into a smaller one of those glowing purple crystals, shattering it just as Sir Ironpaw had. Perhaps they were fragile, but at the moment they did not feel like it. As Tisk went sliding along the floor in the opposite direction of her armored friend, she slid across hundreds of the tiny grass-like crystals, and could feel slivers of them digging into her skin.
When Tisk opened her eyes, she saw the monster thrashing, slamming Sir Ironpaw against the sides of the tunnel. Apparently, it was smart enough not to try eating him twice. She was not sure where his sword and shield had gone, but it did not seem like it mattered. He was not moving anymore.
Dimly, she realized that his lack of movement might not be a result of any sort of damage or death, but was perhaps more directly her fault. She had lost the connection linking them, and he had likely ran out of energy. Tisk had no idea how long she had lain there bathing in pain.
More things had broken inside of her, but this time in her body not her appendages. Now her fur was wet with her own blood, and the smell more than the pain made it hard to focus. Still, she had to keep fighting.
[Thearthea]
Kill that thing. Go for the large wound where we broke out from inside it. The outer skin is broken there.
Tisk did not know if Sir Ironpaw needed the advice, but she was confident in the tactic. Luckily, while she did not know if she could do much more than move her head, she still had a bit of magical energy left. Hopefully, it would be enough for Sir Ironpaw to finish the battle.
With the pain, it was hard to pay attention to his battle. At least she was not being jostled around.
However, she would need to stay alive long enough for that to happen. Even if Sir Ironpaw did not need her assistance, she would have an awfully hard time keeping the spell going if she died. Tisk really did not know what happened when something died. She had always just thought the thing ceased to be until it was replaced by the dungeon. The replacement might be similar, and it would fill the same role, but it would be a new entity.
But there was no more dungeon, at least not her dungeon.
Now Tisk did not know what would happen if she died. At one point, perhaps she might have imagined that another bunny would have come along to help Sir Ironpaw. But she was no longer in the dungeon anymore.
It was not something Tisk had thought about much. Certainly, she was afraid of death, or at least the dangers that would bring it. But that was as much instinctual as it was intellectual. Now Tisk was regretting not spending more time contemplating it.
Some adventurers had discussed the topic of mortality when passing through the dungeon. She supposed it might only be natural considering that they were putting their lives on the line. Humans talked about going to join the gods. Sometimes they mentioned a rider coming to collect them. The elves talked about being born again, repeating the cycle once more. Even the dwarves said they would be returned to their homeland. Dwarves even apparently had their “soul” guards, whatever those were supposed to be.
But Tisk did not know if any of that was for a bunny. She honestly did not know if she even had a soul or spirit, or whatever it was that people sometimes talked about. Frankly, they were always very unclear as to what it was, whenever it did come up. At times it sounded like it was supposed to be some organ, something insider her, with her heart. Maybe it was where her magic came from. Tisk was beginning to suspect that maybe even adventurers were not sure.
However, if none of that was for bunnies, then what might await her. Did it matter whether she was a good or bad bunny? Tisk worried that either way the answer was the same. If she died, she might simply cease to be.
If that happened all of her words would disappear with her.
Her vision fuzzed like it had with the books but far worse. For a moment she thought she saw a cloaked figure standing over her, radiating confusion. Their hand was on some massive four-legged creature and they muttered under their breath.
“What’s this that you scented out old girl?”
Then Tisk blinked and her hallucination was gone. There was just the cave and the fighting. Tisk had no idea what her brain had conjured up in its haze of pain, but it was gone just like everything else would be gone.
Tisk could not allow that to happen. Besides, if she died, Sir Ironpaw would have no one to provide him with energy and ideas. If not for herself, she needed to stay alive for her friend. Her friend and her words.
With great effort, she lifted her head and glanced around. While flying out of Sir Ironpaw’s helmet, she had seen the rest of the contents flying through the air as well. Her jelly pouch should have landed somewhere, hopefully not in the pit with the remaining baby monsters.
She groaned when she spotted the pouch. It indeed had not fallen into the pit. Under ordinary circumstances, she would have no problem darting in closer to the edge, grabbing its string in her mouth and then darting out. However, at the moment, crossing the distance to the pouch seemed nearly as impossible as magic had at one point.
With no small amount of resignation, Tisk began to pull herself along with her front legs, slowly inching forwards. 
It was so worryingly close to both the edge of the pit, and where Sir Ironpaw was fighting the monster. If it got knocked into the pit, Tisk swore she would bite someone. She considered asking Sir Ironpaw for help, but did not want to distract him. With her vision narrowing and becoming hazy, it was hard to tell exactly how it was progressing. But from the sounds, it was certainly still ongoing. Tisk was heartened to hear a lot more roars of pain from the monster than when they fought on the surface, but until it was well and truly dead, she would let Sir Ironpaw do his thing.
She could not use floft to attempt to cushion her legs. It was not that she lacked the mana at the moment, it was more that she could not focus through the pain. Crawling and keeping the link open to Sir Ironpaw was about the limit of her abilities. That and thinking about all of her addled thoughts, but those did not really count. Her mind always wandered in the best or worst of situations.
Besides, the pain was coming from as much inside her body as it was from outside. Even sitting still and just breathing was a new type of agony Tisk had never experienced before that day. Floft would not help with that.
She really needed that healing jelly.
Briefly, she wondered if casting floft inside of her body would help. Certainly, there were parts moving against other parts. She did not think were supposed to do that. Her ribs sent sharp waves through her whenever she tried to breathe too deeply. Of course, there was the fact that she was not sure that trying to do something like that would not just kill her. While she knew that she was full of organs, the exact way that they worked and interacted was still a mystery to her. Perhaps a heart being surrounded in fluff would actually be a bad thing.
If she lived through this, perhaps she would run some experiments. She would feel bad if she accidentally killed another bunny or person, so perhaps she would use snakes. Tisk shook her head. She did not have the focus to deal with that right now even if she wanted to.
Eventually, she arrived at her destination. It probably had not taken her that long, but it to Tisk it had seemed like an eternity and she had no watch to measure how long she had been in pain. Every movement of muscle seemed to jostle the crystal fragments impaling her back and aggravating her other injuries. But she pushed through it all, and while she had been concerned about getting crushed incidentally by the battle that was occurring, to her relief, it had moved a bit further down one of the many branching tunnels.
Part of her was frustrated to find that most of the contents of the pouch had ended up scattered only dungeon knows where. But, she was more relieved that there were still two healing jellies just a paw’s distance from the mouth of the pouch. It looked like they had been squished together, but at the moment she did not really care about their appearance. Tisk did not even care that they had gotten covered in dirt. She was a bunny after all, and she was used to her food being at least dirt adjacent.
Tisk tore into the crimson healing item, devouring it with the hunger that she knew it would eventually inspire in her. She even ignored the pain as tiny slivers of broken crystals stuck to the jellies tore at her mouth and throat.
It was going to be a balancing act. Every bit of bunny instinct she had told her that she was dying. Tisk knew that. The healing jelly was her only hope. But the question was how much should she eat. It needed to be enough to at least keep her alive, but not so much that her body consumed itself in hunger.
She wished she had asked more questions about how the healing worked. She knew that it essentially accelerated natural healing. But what would it do with something that would not or could not heal? Would it help at all with a mortal wound? She knew that adventurers had ways of dealing with those things, but had not really questioned what they were. It had seemed unnecessary. Tisk had purchased the wondrous healing consumables, and it had seemed as if nothing else was needed.
Exactly how much longer did she have?
Being pessimistic, perhaps ten minutes until all of her blood was where it shouldn’t be; not that she had a watch to time it. Why oh why did she not buy a watch when she could?
No, focus!
Perhaps ten minutes was actually being optimistic. But she could still move, could still think, and most importantly for the fight, still use her magic. Perhaps she was rather limited on the moving, and having trouble with the thinking, but it did not seem like she was seconds away from death’s door.
But she was at the very least in sight of it. She could feel her lungs slowly filling with fluid as it became harder to breathe, and she was starting to cough when she meant to take in a rasping lungful of air. Her vision was still narrowing as well. So ten minutes, perhaps not that far off.
The question became, how many minutes or hours of healing would she need before she was at a point where she would not die. She knew that bleeding eventually stopped as blood clotted, and wounds healed. Hopefully, that applied to injuries inside her body as well.
Tisk had a better idea of what was an appropriate dosage of the jelly after using it to accelerate the recovery of her legs. She did not think it exactly scaled with her body mass, but thought she knew how much constituted a dose for her.
A single dose would give her forty minutes of healing in her ten minutes. She had already eaten at least twice that much. Would healing extend how long she lived, thus giving her more time to heal? It seemed probable, but the question was still how much was needed to make a difference.
Three doses. Tisk tried to do the math. Four times four times four. That was four groups of four groups of four groups of ten minutes each. Back in the dungeon she had not formally learned of multiplication, but the concept was simple enough that she had picked up on it while talking with shopkeepers. It was essentially how she had been counting for the longest time.
Six hundred and forty minutes?
Tisk was sure of the number, but not sure about the name for the number. She thought she had picked up on the naming scheme for numbers. She still did not know what came after thousands, but that did not really matter right now. How many hours was that? More or less than a day?
No, less than ten hours.
She might be wrong, but she thought she needed more healing than that. But that was only to be “better.” The shopkeeper had warned her against eating too much. Perhaps ten hours’ worth of healing would be enough to at least see her stable… That was all she needed.
Tisk ate another dose, and then after a moment ate some more.
If her ten-minute estimate was right, she would get at least ten thousand minutes of healing in before dying. Surely, that would give her more time to live, which would give her even more time to heal. That was over six days of recovery.
Sure enough, Tisk felt energy surge through her. Already she could feel her scrapes and abrasions beginning to cover up. The worse pains were still there, and her vision was still dimming, but at least it was doing so at a slower rate.
Then the hunger slammed into her. In the perhaps two minutes that had passed, she had burned through eight hours worth of energy, and was feeling rather peckish. Without realizing it, she had begun to snack on the sweet-smelling jelly.
No!
It was not the worst thing for her to eat. More healing was more healing, after all. But Tisk did not know how long she could go without food. Honestly, she was in the habit of waking up in the middle of the night to snack. She was not sure that she had ever gone eight hours without eating just a little bit before. Certainly, she could not remember ever being so hungry.
Unfortunately, while she was already feeling a bit less like dying, and a bit more like just laying around in extreme pain, she had failed to take something into account when eating the jellies. She was in a cave, and there was no grass anywhere nearby to eat.
Eying her pouch, she could see that it was made of some coarse fibrous material woven together. Fabric was what she thought it was called. She did not really know the difference between fabric and leather, but the smell of the leather pouches had made her pick fabric instead. This particular pouch was... Tisk racked her brand trying to remember what the shopkeeper had said the fabric was called. Some sort of linen. Hemp perhaps, not that she really knew that meant.
Though the strands all blurred together a bit due to her faulty vision, she could not help but wonder if someone had just taken grass and strung it together.
The bag certainly did not taste like grass. It was also much rougher and tougher to chew. But it was the best thing around. There were a few bits of grass that had gone flying, but their light weight meant that they had scattered over a much wider distance. Unfortunately, even if she was able to instantly gather it all up, she still doubted that it would be enough.
She would spend too much time going from blade to blade. And she was hungry NOW.
So she ate her bag.
It wasn’t good, but a few minutes later she was hungry enough that it did not matter. Eventually, she was forced to deal with a different conundrum. On one paw she no longer thought she was going to die. Tisk had lived past her ten-minute estimate, and even though she still felt like someone had stepped on her, her lungs no longer felt as heavy and her vision had cleared up a bit. It was still a long hop away from being “better” but hopefully, she would now have the time to properly heal.
On the other paw, Tisk was still hungry. She had never been so hungry before. Her focus had been on getting through the next few minutes, and though she was not regretting her decision, she was starting to think she had been underestimating just how bad the hunger would be. The accelerated effects would last for at least a full hour at full strength, and Tisk was concerned that her body was going to end up eating itself.
Perhaps literally. After finishing off the pouch, she realized she had started nibbling at the fur on her paw. Tisk was able to stop herself from gnawing off her own leg, and redirected her focus to some of the scattered grass. Unfortunately, that was quickly insufficient.
In the time it took to hunt down each piece, she thought her hungry grew more than it was sated. Two scattered mana jellies were eaten. She did not need the energy after the first, and the rush from the second was painful. But the great need in her stomach was worse.
So, she started eating the rocks, or more specifically the crystal fragments. Tisk knew that it was probably not good for her, but she needed something in her stomach. Hopefully, it would help abate her hunger.
Besides, she had some evidence that they were at least semi-edible. When they had spilled out of the monster's stomach, she thought she had seen some bits of the crystals mixed in, and the stomach bile had been tinted from the things. Then there was also the color of its thick hide.
So Tisk tried eating them. It was just a tiny shard at first. It cracked under her teeth, more brittle than she had expected. As she swallowed it cut her throat, but the healing magic had the injury closing almost as rapidly as it formed.
Tisk was beginning to feel weak. Only this time it was not from her injuries, but from going the equivalent of weeks without food. The crystals had helped, but they were not enough and there were not enough of them. There were still the larger outcroppings, most larger than herself. However, in her current state of mind, she could not think of a way to break them into more manageable pieces.
That was not to say, of course, that she did not try gnawing on them. Her teeth were able to shave off bits of it, but that really was far from enough.
Sir Ironpaw was still fighting, but the monster seemed to be thrashing limply as he battered away at the now enlarged wound. Tisk could not worry about that fight at the moment. She needed to worry about the fight with her own biology.
Tisk needed food, real food, and there was only one place that she could think of to find any.
[Mop]
[Floft]
With her wounds healed somewhat, casting the spell was trivial, especially considering how she was nearly bursting with magical energy. If only she could transfer some of that into her stomach she would be fine. The hunger made it a bit hard to concentrate, but given that the spell was helping her get directly to food, it was not a problem.
She never thought she would willingly return to the pit. But she needed something, and there was something there. Tisk was a bunny, not a predator. She had even tried meat before and found it disgusting. But what other choice did she have?
Some of the snake things were still alive, but there were plenty of dead ones. Without even thinking about it further, she bit into one. Their hide was tough, but not nearly the rock hardness of their parent. Her teeth were not made for tearing and rending, but she needed food.
One of the living snakes went to bite her, but she bit it on its neck — body? head? She was not sure how that worked for snakes. But she bit it with a ferocity that she did not know she could possess. As she chomped down, it tried to bite her again, and she just bit harder.
At one point she realized she was trying to eat a fragment of bone. It felt like one of her teeth broke cracked against it, but she did not have time to care. She needed to eat.
There were more bits of the crystals. They were not as filling as the snakes, but far less revolting. She ate them between bites of snake, hoping that the sharp edges would help tear apart the meat in her stomach.
Wrapped around the skeleton of what might have been a human was the shimmering fabric of a cloak. She thought it might have been magical. She ate that as well.
With each bite of flesh, she felt disgusted and wished she was capable of vomiting. But the hunger had taken over her mind. At times she started to feel sick, started to feel like her stomach was bloating or becoming inflamed, but her healing was not the only biological process that had been sped up. Tisk thought that she was digesting faster than the meat could make her truly sick.
Some snakes came up behind her, and she would kick back with her legs powered by an almost mindless mop, snapping the monsters away from her. With each kick she felt her legs breaking again, but as each shattering shock of pain threatened to overwhelm her, hunger would win out and then the bones would begin to fuse back together as she consumed more of the monsters.
At one point she nearly stopped eating despite the hunger. She could not force herself to eat such awful fare. Perhaps it would be better to just let her stomach consume herself from the inside out. Perhaps she could let herself just waste away.
But then a golden warmth enveloped her. She did not know where it or the sudden energy that suffused her came from. Ancient threads eaten so long ago tightened. Her stomach went numb and she could no longer sense the ill feeling of the weight of meat in her stomach. It was not her destiny to die in some stupid snake pit.
Tisk’s jaw ached as the muscle strained and tore and healed. But she needed to keep eating.
She knew that something important was happening up above, but by that point, it was hard to think about anything other than the gnawing hollowness inside. Tisk was gone and there was only a hungry monster in her place.
Her breathing and heart rate accelerated as well. She did not remember that being a side effect. But she could hardly think through the hunger. Perhaps it was something that happened with such massive overconsumption. Perhaps it was being in a pit of writhing screeching death.
But as fast as those processes had been sped up, it was not fast enough. They could not keep up with the hunger.
Her stomach felt like it was going to burst. She was full and could not eat anymore. But she was still hungry.
Not able to digest fast enough.
Her body needed more energy, she could practically feel it beginning to consume her own muscles and tissues. She hoped it was just her imagination. she turned her magical energy inwards, unleashing it in a raw uncontrolled fashion. she let it spill out of her pool and flow down those little rivers. This was not a spell or a concept or any word. It was pure need. She just wanted to dissolve the food faster into her belly.




Chapter 14 

To be an Adventurer

When Tisk finally woke up, she was greatly disoriented and it took a while for her to remember exactly what all had happened. She was not sure if she had actually fallen asleep and woken up, or if she was simply coming out of the hunger haze.
It had been like something out of a nightmare, where she was the scariest part. But she had pulled through it and survived. She still felt like she had been kicked around, and her stomach was constantly flipping up and down, but she was alive.
She still had all her words. For a time she had been worried that the hunger would eat them as well. That her mind would just be a bit more food for her stomach. But she still had thought. She was still Tisk.
There was probably going to be some permanent damage. Even ignoring the psychological scarring — Tisk thought she could repress her memories of her time in the pit — she was going to hop away with some physical scars. She could still feel a gash across her snout, even though it seemed to have healed. And she was pretty sure that some of the slivers of crystal that had been embedded in her back had been healed over and were still stuck there.
She felt it whenever she tensed the muscles in her back.
Her legs were much better. If anything they felt like they were stronger than before. In fact, if not for the small detail that she felt she had been dashing around for days and the uniform soreness of her body, she would say on the whole her body was better than ever. Or at least better than it had been since leaving the dungon. She would be feeling pretty good if she could ignore the feeling in her stomach.
She had eaten a lot of weird things.
The worst thing about waking up, other than the fact that she was in a dimly lit pit filled with blood, corpses, offal, and other unpleasant substances was the fact that she was still hungry. However, unlike the unabatable ravenous all-consuming feeling from earlier, it was the normal ‘just woke up and need to eat’ hunger. Tisk needed some good grass.
Looking up, she could see a shadow standing at the edge of the pit. It was Sir Ironpaw.
[Thearthea]
Get ready to catch me.
[Mop]
Perhaps there was a more elegant way of escaping, but at that moment, Tisk wanted nothing more than to be out of that stupid pit and to be out of the stupid tunnels. She gracefully arced up and was caught in the arms of her friend.
As much as she wanted to take shelter in his helmet again, Tisk knew she was covered in all manner of awful fluids. She really did not want to get her mobile home tainted by what had happened. She would need to clean off outside in fresh air before she would be able to feel safe again.
Tisk looked Sir Ironpaw up and down inspecting him for injuries. To her immense surprise, she did not notice anything out of place. If anything, the acid from their time inside the monster’s stomach seemed to have cleared off a layer of dirt and grime. Of course, that filth had been replaced with the blood of the monster, so perhaps it was only a lateral change at best, but Tisk did not spot any of the damage she had been expecting.
Scratches, dents, burn marks, any of those would not have seemed out of place after what they had been through. The monster had been big and had been strong. Of course, the lack of any exterior facing damage did not mean that there was nothing wrong on the inside, but Tisk did not know if she was really qualified to diagnose that sort of thing.
She doubted that she would recognize a damaged magical rune or a malfunctioning gear. Or perhaps she would. Perhaps it would be something extremely obvious. After all, she did not need to be an expert on monsters to tell that being nearly torn in half had eventually defeated their great foe.
But even if she did somehow correctly identify that something was wrong, she knew that she would not know how to fix it. She didn't even know how to fix things when there was something wrong with her own body. Her strategy was simply to wait and let it fix itself, or more recently, eat some magical jelly to make the waiting faster.
She was definitely going to take the warning about eating too much of that stuff much more seriously in the future. If her stomach had been larger, she had no idea what would have happened. A human probably would have needed to eat the entirety of that monster and would still have been hungry for more. Yes, it was best to be careful with that. She had no doubt that when she had been in the deepest throes of hunger she would have gladly gnawed off her own paw if there had been nothing else available.
Perhaps in the future, she would buy those higher-quality jellies that provided nourishment. While she was not thrilled at the prospect of using magical healing again so soon, there was no question in Tisk’s mind that it had saved her life. She might have gone overboard on how much she ate, but even then, she was not certain about that. Tisk had been hoping right along the precipice. It had gotten so desperate that at one point she had even started seeing things that were not there.
Despite the distaste she now had for the things, they were simply too useful of a resource to ignore. Honestly, as she thought about it, healing magic was a bit scary. She had no idea what exactly it did to her body or how. Not for the first time, Tisk wished she understood how living creatures worked. If she was not feeling so squeamish at the moment, she might even try to look through the inside of the monsters to see if there was anything that she could learn.
Looking at the corpse of the monster, Tisk wondered how its death would affect the bunny glade. They were far enough away, that it might mean nothing. But it might have been driving other predators towards the glade by protecting its territory or even eating prey that predators would prefer over bunnies. On the other paw, maybe it had been eating potential predators and this would make things worst. Ultimately, there was no way for her to know. But it was nice to imagine that she might have helped them some.
Then as she glanced back down in the pit, Tisk briefly considered going back down there and searching it. A few of those skeletons had belonged to people, and Tisk knew she had eaten at least one cloak in the pit. There could be useful items or treasures buried amongst the viscera and dregs.
No, it was not worth it. Anything she found down there would probably have already been fairly damaged by the monsters, and anything that she really needed she could always buy whenever she found civilization again.
Speaking of civilization…
Tisk glanced around the cave. There were three different tunnels leading out. One looked natural, but the other two Tisk suspected the monster had somehow dug. At the very least they looked far too round and far too close to the monster in size.
She wondered how that worked. She was something of a prolific digger herself, and the idea of digging through stone like that seemed ludicrous. But now it seemed like it was possible. Something to think about she supposed.
As if she did not already have enough stuff on that list. But more understanding was more understanding.
But more important than how the tunnels got there was which tunnel would take her to the surface. It was not that she terribly minded being underground, but she preferred underground systems with grass — like her old bunny cave. And even though some of the thinner pieces of crystal looked like some type of prismatic grass, they certainly did not taste like it.
There was also Lastford to get to.
And basilisks.
After all of this, she still had not fought any basilisks. Yes, she had struck a great blow to snakekind, even if these monsters were only distant cousins. But she wanted to be an adventurer, and that mean she had to do adventurer stuff. She did not know all of what that entailed, but she knew of two solid things for a fact. Adventurers went into dungeons, and sometimes they killed basilisks for coin.
After evaluating the options, Tisk eventually sighed and picked one at random. The tunnel branched a few times as Sir Ironpaw made his way along with her in his arms. Each time, Tisk would choose a path at random. She was not worried about getting lost. She was good with tunnels.
If they reached a dead end, they would just backtrack and take a different route.
Lighting was a problem though. After they left the main cave, there were not nearly as many of those glowing crystals. At one point Tisk even had them backtrack so they could grab a loose chunk to carry with them. The light was not very bright, but it was better than nothing.
As they went, the tunnels all seemed to be that same uniform size and Tisk had to wonder just how long it might have taken that creature to dig them all out. As much as she hated to admit it, she still had something to learn when it came to burrowing.
Some of the tunnels seemed to drop deeper into the ground. They avoided those, and backtracked when necessary. Others would turn nearly at a right angle going upwards. Those provided a chance for Tisk to practice the sir suffix for her mop spell. She was still awful at it. Without the rush of adrenaline and knowing she was on the verge of death, it was far harder. Memories of the battle would keep intruding on her visualizations.
However, even if it took several minutes for each cast, including failed attempts, and a few jumps that were only at partial power. She would eventually get them up those steep ascents. At some point, Tisk realized that they must have made a wrong turn somewhere. Because, despite constantly climbing upward, they were still underground. Perhaps the monster had dived into a steep tunnel to take them deep below the surface, but they had not been trapped in its stomach for that long. They should have found an exit by that point.
Or perhaps Tisk’s hunger was distorting her perception of time. Once again, finding herself without a watch, she did not know how long they had been wandering the tunnels.
Occasionally the tunnels would break into wider caverns. Sometimes they were just empty pockets of air. Other times they had more of the glowing crystals, though those seemed to be getting more scarce.
But when she found herself in a small cave with water trickling in from some crack above into a small pool, she decided to take a break.
She drank her fill and then tried to use the water to clean herself as well as possible. Tisk still did not know if she would feel comfortable going inside Sir Ironpaw until she had a chance to roll around in propper dirt and grass, but at least she was a bit better.
When she was done the pool was tainted with filth.
Tisk decided to spend some time just resting with her eyes closed. With everything that happened and powering Sir Ironpaw as well as hopping him about, she was feeling a bit tired. Tisk had been purposely avoiding focusing inwards as much as possible.
She touched her magic just enough to cast her spells but then immediately returned her focus to the outside world. Frankly, she was afraid of what she would find if she looked too closely. How deep had her injuries extended and would there be scarring?
Tisk knew that her magic came from somewhere, but still did not understand where exactly that was. She also was unclear if there was any reality to her visualization of her magic or if it was just all in head. There was a bit of a concern with the way magic tended to enforce her understanding of the world on the world that something that was just in her head might not always be just in her head.
If she were to imagine that cool blue pool of magic, she was worried that it would be tainted red and filled with floating chunks of disgusting meat. All of that food went somewhere after all. And if she imagined it, perhaps her magic might inadvertently make it so.
But as long as she tried very hard to think about it, maybe it would not be that way.
Otherwise, it might end up looking like the pool of water she had just been cleaning herself off in.
So her time through the tunnels was a time of trying to avoid too much introspection. Besides, there were plenty of other things to focus on — like how the monster did such a fine job with digging the tunnels. Though, Tisk did need to criticize the layout. In the three-dimensional mental map she was constructing in her mind, she was almost positive that the tunnel nearly looped back on itself several times.
However, if Tisk was forced to be honest, she would admit that keeping track of her position in these tunnels was a bit harder than she was used to. For one thing, they were much larger than the bunny burrows that she was familiar with. The way the snake-monster-thing decided to twist and turn was also strange and alien to her. But the biggest difficulty was that being carried in an armored friend’s arms was very different to hopping along.
Tisk typically measured things in hops. One hop, two hops, three. Trying to keep track of someone else’s steps was a very different affair after all. How far, exactly, was one of Sir Ironpaw’s steps. It was not that all of her hops were of uniform length. There were short hops, and long hops. Plus more recently in her life there were magical hops. But the key thing was that it was always her body doing the hoping. She just knew the distance.
The rhythmic movement of her transportation was perhaps much more even than her own hoping, but for Tisk it was still foreign and difficult to track. When she had been riding along inside the helmet, it had been something she had been more or less ignoring. Perhaps it would have been different had they left Serpent’s Pass in a cave, but having been outside there had been more important things to pay attention to.
There were a few times in the tunnels that Tisk would have sworn that they had double-backed. But where she thought they should have been intersecting one of the previous ways, there was only solid stone. So she revised her mental map, pushing and pulling the imaginary pathways until they fit with what she was seeing.
Perhaps she could have done it the other way around with magic, had she been practiced enough. There was something appealing about the idea of having the tunnels shift to meet her expectations, rather than having to adapt her thoughts to the surrounding. However, she knew that she had nowhere near the understanding for something like that, as these tunnels were showing her.
Tisk had much to learn before she could make a burrow spell.
Despite their more or less aimless wandering, eventually they made their way to the surface without notable incident. At one of the junctions, Tisk had thought she felt a breeze ruffling her fur. With her button nose twitching, she figured out it was coming from the left. So left they went. That followed for the next few tunnels, each time choosing the branch from which it seemed like fresh air flowed.
It was strange to Tisk, that she felt a sense of relief when the sun came into view and the sky came overhead. While Tisk had always wanted to be an adventurer, she had not realized that it would involve so much time “outside.” She had not even really understood what outside was. If she thought about it, she was probably a bit of a homebunny.
At the very least she was going from a location that should have been familiar to the wide-open outside in which birds could swoop down at any moment to eat an unaware bunny. Perhaps it was the fact that there had been no grass in the cave. There was certainly no lush field right outside where the tunnel mouth broke the surface, but she did see scraggly weeds growing amongst the rocks.
Tisk jumped out of Sir Ironpaw’s arms, hastily cushioning her landing with a floft. She had healed for the most part, but her body still felt funny. There was no point in taking unnecessary risks.
It was not that she was still ravenously hungry. That had long passed, though she supposed a late afternoon, morning, or whatever time it was meal would not hurt. No, her rush was more to try and get the rancid taste out of her mouth.
The entire time they had been wandering around underground it had taken all of Tisk’s willpower to pretend it was not there. But now that she had the opportunity to properly scrub it out of her mouth, she literally hopped at the chance. The grass was scraggly, and if she was to be blunt, not very tasty, but it was far more palatable than any snake meat…
As she ate the weeds and grass, she just had to pretend that she could not still feel the taste of the pit in her mouth.
Tisk was fine.
The next few days were incredibly frustrating. They continued on as they had before encountering the much too large snake. They wandered around with Tisk riding along inside Sir Ironpaw. Occasionally they would stop to rest or allow Tisk to test some idea. Every so often they would practice mop-sir. She still would not call it easy, but she was getting better at it.
At night, Sir Ironpaw would follow her instructions and make a shelter. Each one was different, as the rocks on paw were always different. But Tisk thought their building technique was getting a bit more sophisticated.
But she had not yet killed a single basilisk or done any other adventure-type business. Perhaps killing that snake might count — it was a monster — but she knew for a fact that a basilisk would do it. There was also the fact that she did not know where she was.
The tunnels had taken them further up into the mountains, probably out of basilisk country now that Tisk thought about it. But she had the sinking suspicion that they might be lost.
She had thought all she needed to do was keep the mountains to her right. Except... she could no longer see the other mountains far across the valley. She was more than a little worried. Mountains could not move...
Right?
Though she had seen at least one mountain crush her home.
Her frustration was starting to transform into anger when their luck finally turned around. They did not find any basilisks, but they found something that might help.
They finally came upon a village. She was certain that was what it was. It definitely was no town, that was for sure.
Many of the buildings were in a state of disrepair that even Tisk was able to notice, despite only recently becoming acquainted with the idea of buildings. Perhaps at one time this place might have been a town, but it was clear that it had shrunk and compacted in upon itself. As she entered the outskirts, she passed many homes that seemed to have been all but abandoned to allow nature to reclaim them.
Ivy and vines twisted around supports and she could gaze through rotten holes into interiors lit where the sun showed through their dilapidated roofs. It was particularly fascinating to Tisk, because by observing the way in which a building apparently died and decomposed, it gave her a better understanding of how they “worked” in the first place. Apparently, those cross braces were important for holding up the roof. At the very least, the homes where the cross braces had collapsed no longer had roofs.
Perhaps it was the other way around and the roof somehow held up the braces from below? No, that would not explain the homes that still had their cross braces but some other force had removed the thatch from above.
But as fascinating as the question of ceilings and roofs was, Tisk had more important things that she really should be focusing on.
For one thing, she still did not know where the basilisks were. If she was going to be an adventurer, she needed to kill some of the monsters that adventurers killed. Even if the idea of killing was not something she was particularly fond of.
Tisk did not think there was anything inherently wrong with death, per say. As far as she could tell it was a natural part of life. But as a bunny, she was not a predator, and the act of killing was something that still felt foreign to her, even if it seemed that she might have a talent for it, if those snake-worm creatures were anything to go by.
And even if she was prey in her past life in the dungeon, as a bunny did she not spend all of her time killing helpless blades of grass? Certainly, she did not pull them up by their roots, but it seemed that something taking a big bite out of her would hurt. From the eyes of plantkind perhaps she was a vicious murderer who had laid to waste great fields of their kindred.
Tisk froze mid-chew inside Sir Ironpaw’s helmet. She had never considered the perspective of plants too much. But her musings had forced her to consider an important question. Could plants think? Certainly, grass did not seem to have all of the important parts and organs that an animal would have. But perhaps they thought by some other mechanism.
In regards to parts, she could have made the same observation about hte dungeon core. It had just been a chunk or pretty rock. But it still had words, even if Tisk did not fully understand the way in which it expressed them.
She had Sir Ironpaw pause momentarily on the outside of the town.
[Thearthea]
The spell failed to make contact with anything in the fern, and Tisk felt herself sigh in relief. It seemed plants were just plants after all. If they had anything resembling a mind and words of their own, she had no way of knowing. It was a bit unsettling to think that they could perhaps have rich inner lives that she was ignorant of, in the same way the adventurers had been ignorant of her own words for so long, but in the end, there was not much she could do. Tisk had made an effort, even if only a short one, and when push came to shove, she needed to eat.
So where had she been?
Right, killing! Tisk did not mind the idea of killing monsters. It was her understanding that while they could be intelligent, they were not INTELLIGENT. Not like her or any of the humanoids she had met. They had no words of their own. Of course, she was basing this partially off of the adventurers’ observations, and they had been ignorant of her own intelligence, but at the same time she did not see any other creatures riding around inside of a magical suit of armor, did she?
Really, monster-slaying was just going to be a state of mind she would need to cultivate. She needed to stop thinking of herself as a defenseless fluffy bunny and start thinking of herself as a ferociously cute bloodthirsty bunny. No, not bloodthirsty. Best not to let her thoughts go in that direction.
Still, she could kill; she would kill. It was just something very different from her old life that she needed to adjust to.
She did not feel any guilt over the dead snake-monsters, not like the bunnies. One group deserved to die, and the other hadn’t. Though, she supposed the bunnies did not have words, and in the end were not all that different from any other animal. But her existence proved they could be more. At least that was what Tisk was telling herself. It was a bit concerning that her thoughts on the matter might not be entirely internally consistent. She would hate to realize that she was being hypocritical. So perhaps it was best to stop thinking about it all together.
So she needed these villagers to tell her where she could find basilisks so that she could finally call herself an adventurer in truth. Though perhaps that would not come until she had sold off their parts for coin. Either way, killing the basilisks was a crucial first step.
She also needed to ask the villagers where she was. Because, if Tisk was to be honest, she was beginning to suspect that navigating the outside world was a bit more difficult than she had first assumed. Surely mountains followed nice and straight lines… But if they did… Tisk simply did not know how to reconcile the fact that she had no idea where she was in relation to everything else with her thoughts on how things ought to work.
If this village was larger and a proper town, perhaps she would also consider some shopping. Her escapades so far had certainly burned through some of her supplies. Luckily food was something she could find in any field, and as long as she kept herself fed, she could keep Sir Ironpaw going. Though she did make sure that there was a tight wad of dense grass in the helmet at all times should she be overtaken by any future magically induced hunger. A prepared bunny was a live bunny. And in that vein of thought, if she was going to be fighting, it would be good to have more healing and mana jellies.
At one point they passed a small stone structure that reminded her a bit of the homes they had been building along their journey. It did not really have a “room” or an “inside.” It was just some stone walls with an overhang big enough to fit a few people under it. The only thing inside was a stone statue. Of a person next to what looked like a large dog.
Unfortunately, while there were some buildings that looked like they might have once been shops, she did not see any of the distinctive signs over any building that still seemed in use.
However, as she got closer to the center of the village, she did begin to see people, and the buildings began to be in better repair, even if only barely. At the very least, they seemed livable. These people were not dressed in the nice and pretty clothing that those in the town of Serpent’s Pass had been. Though she only now realized how nice those clothes had been now that she was seeing these people in contrast.
Neither were they wearing the rugged, if somewhat drab clothing she had spotted in some of the little hamlets she had passed through. These people were dressed in what might have once been nice clothing, but like much of the village, their dress seemed to have suffered from the ravages of time.
As she looked at the village people, she made a strange observation. They all appeared to be human. That was statistically unusual from her observations. Humans defiantly seemed to be the most numerous, but there were always some elves and dwarves about.
Tisk thought about the final thing she needed, and it was really the first thing she would seek. She needed a good place to rest.
Ask them where an inn is. Be polite.
“Excuse me. Would you perhaps be able to point me to your inn?”
Sir Ironpaw’s deep voice seemed to roll outwards in the suddenly quiet village. Tisk noticed, perhaps too late, that everyone had been paying unusual attention to her, or rather, to Sir Ironpaw. She spotted some children looking out from behind doorways, and while there were some people still going about their business, many had paused in whatever they were doing to watch. It was rather unsettling.
“You… You want to stay here, Sir Knight?” A man was looking up at Sir Ironpaw with wide eyes as he responded.
“Yes. I was hoping to rest a bit before I went monster hunting, and perhaps to learn about the surrounding geography,” Sir Ironpaw responded under her direction.
“Well, Sir Knight, I am afraid to say that we don’t have an inn, not anymore. I am terribly sorry. But I am sure that the headsman will be more than happy to put you up for the night and answer any questions. I can take you to his home if you would like.”
If Tisk had to guess, she would almost say that the man was nervous. Though, he did not exactly seem afraid. She could understand being intimidated by a large armored figure with a sword. But his posture was not a defensive one. It was not his personal safety he was worried about. Of course, Tisk was still new to interacting with people this way, so perhaps she was off the mark.
Still, it seemed like if she wanted a place to stay for the night, this “headsman” was the person to see.
“Lead the way, if you could.”
As they went, Tisk could clearly hear the people they passed and left behind begin to excitedly whisper. Perhaps a human or dwarf would not have noticed, but her hearing was better than theirs. She still did not know about how well elves could hear, they did have those large ears after all, but she suspected that while they might have the tools for acute hearing, they were not in the practice of using the sense to survive life-and-death encounters with predators.
Still, with the padding of the helmet in the way, she could only make out bits and pieces. “Adventurer” and “the mines,” were something that made it through repeatedly.
After only a short walk, they made their way to a home that looked to be in slightly better repair than many of the other buildings. Her guide bid her wait while he informed the headsman of their arrival, and Tisk obliged. And while the building was relatively intact, the walls were still made of wood, and Tisk could hear a rapid exchange whispered inside, even if she could make out none of the words.
She was rather tempted to hop out of Sir Ironpaw’s helmet and scamper along the thatched roofs of these homes and try to listen in on some of the conversations. She was fairly certain that she was light enough to do it without falling through, and she was skilled enough at that sort of thing by now that she did not think that anyone would notice.
However, as rude as it was of them to be talking about her behind her back, quite literally for some of the conversations, it would be equally rude of her to eavesdrop on their conversations.
It was a bit different when she had been back in the dungeon and the town listening in on everyone. Back then people were not intentionally trying to keep their words from her. Granted they did not know she was around in most of those instances, but they were not taking any particular steps to keep their words private. These people clearly did not want her to hear whatever they were saying. It would be one thing to overhear because she happened to have better hearing than they expected, but going out of her way to listen to what they thought was private seemed almost like it would be stealing their words.
There was also the fact that what she had been doing previously had been for the sake of her education and general knowledge. She had barely known anything, and who would deny a young bunny eager to learn. She thought a bit of impropriety on her part was an acceptable cost to pay for so much knowledge. But this would be purely her intruding.
Finally, there was also the fact that she had not really had a concept of private conversations until her evening listening in at the inn back in Serpent's Pass. She had learned the word eavesdropping when she overheard an adventurer complaining about the fact that they thought one of the servers was listening in on their conversation.
Tisk might have felt bad and even stopped what she had been doing, but as often whenever she learned a new word, it took a little while for her to process what exactly the adventurer had been saying. By the time she understood the meaning behind his words, it was too late to feel any shame or embarrassment on her part.
Besides, as Tisk had already established, what she had been doing was different.
However, at this moment, she felt that she would be in the wrong if she tried to listen to them. Perhaps they were being rude talking about her, or at least talking about Sir Ironpaw, but that did not excuse rudeness on her part. Or at least she did not think it did. It did not seem that wrongness on one party's part would make wrongness on another party's part acceptable. Tisk nodded her head at that. It seemed like a sage piece of wisdom she had stumbled upon, and she wished there was a pithier way to remember it.
Tisk highly doubted she would learn any new words or contexts from listening in on these people. It would merely be sating her own curiosity. And while her curiosity was a ravenously hungry thing, it did not always need to eat.
It was not like that other hunger.
It was important that Tisk kept telling herself all this, because during the seeming eternity that her guide spent inside the house, she desperately wanted to go and listen to everything everyone was saying. With each passing second, or what she thought was a second — she still did not have a timepiece, not that an opportunity had presented itself to acquire one — she felt the desire, no, the need gnawing at her.
She had already done enough bad things in her life that she did not need to be adding “rude bunny” to the list. So while she hopped around impatiently inside of Sir Ironpaw’s helmet, she was able to resist the temptation of shooting out and up to the roof. The sound of her little paws pattering against the makeshift fabric padding even helped to drown out some of the more distant sounds of talking.
Eventually, after an agonizingly long wait, the door before her opened up. The man who had served as her guide gave a quick little bow and then quickly scampered off, not even bothering to introduce her to the person whom she assumed to be this “headsman.”
“Welcome, please come in,” the man greeted her with a little bow of his own and swept his arms inward.
Tisk allowed Sir Ironpaw to be guided into the house and eventually to a chair that was more than a bit small for his frame, but still managed to support his weight. Her host bustled about placing a plate and pitcher in front of her.
“I apologize that we don’t have finer accommodations. We used to have a small inn and tavern, but we’re in a bit of a slump, and I’m afraid people don’t come by here much anymore. We are sort of at the end of nowhere and were not expecting to see an adventurer, much less a knight come our way.”
“You are the headsman?”
The man seemed to start at the question before responding, “Yes, yes. Terribly sorry Sir Knight. I should have introduced myself. I’m Roniner, the village headsman. You are welcome to stay in my home for as long as you would like. I’m afraid I don’t have much for you to eat at the moment, but I am sure that I can scrounge a bit more up.”
As he said so, he placed a loaf of bread, a small piece of cheese, and an apple on her plate. Tisk had not tried apples or cheese herself, but had at least learned their names.
She did not think any of them were made of bunnies or even other types of meat. And after being forced to eat those snake-worms, she was willing to take a chance on eating something other than disgusting monster.
It was much easier to be discrete in this room with only one other person than it was in a large tavern room. Whenever the Roniner turned around to fuss with something, and it seemed he could not stop rearranging the room, as if it was critical that he get it just right, Sir Ironpaw would lift a bit of food up and open up his helmet.
Tisk pulled in the entire chunk of bread. She had smelled fresh bread back in town, and this was certainly not fresh. However, amongst all of her options, this one seemed the safest. She had found bread acceptable back when she had dinner with her friends. Something about the smell reminded her of grass.
As she nibbled on it, she had to admit it was not bad despite being stale. It was certainly a different experience. After Sir Ironpaw deposited the cheese inside of her little home, she had a bite of it as well. And while she did not think she would enjoy eating cheese by itself, the texture was odd and it had a strong pungent odor, she had to admit that it paired nicely with the bread. Each seemed to bring out the best flavors of the others.
The apple though! She had not been expecting much, if she were to be frank. It was not that there was anything wrong with this particular apple, simply that she was not sold on the concept. If she understood things correctly they came from trees, and their shape reminded her far too much of small glow fruits. Only they were red, and meat and blood were red.
But Tisk had been wrong about things before, and she was forced to admit that she was wrong in this instance as well. Despite its coloration, and Tisk was forced to acknowledge that there were red things such as some flowers that could indeed be delicious, the apple had a delightful flavor. When she first bit into it, the outer layer resisted, but then her teeth squelched through into the soft juicy flesh beneath. She thought the outer skin was perhaps better than that inner flesh, but the juice was not bad.
There was a moment of concerned thought that the sensation of biting through the outer skin of an apple might not be too far off from what it was like for a predator to bite through the fur and skin of a bunny, but if there were similarities, what of it? They were both forms of eating, so of course, there were parallels to draw.
And if the juice squirting into her mouth reminded her a bit too much of the metallic tang of blood pulsing out of dying flesh in a pit of nightmares, then she just needed to repress harder.
No, the apple — as far as Tisk would ever be able to tell — was as wordless as grass, and so it was fair game for her mouth. If a day ever came that an apple tried to converse with her, then she would perhaps reconsider her stance.
She realized that she had been ignoring the headsman, having simply tuned out his words in favor of this new experience, but when she started to pay more attention he was simply apologizing for not having more food and Tisk suspected that she had not missed much. If she wanted to get anything useful out of this exchange it seemed that she would need to take charge of the conversation.
“Which way is Serpent's Pass?”
The man seemed startled for a moment, but pointed towards one of the walls of his home, roughly in the direction they had come from, but then pointed in nearly the opposite direction.
“That way as the crow flies. But you will need to head south if you want to take the roads.”
As much as Tisk wanted to think about the interesting new phrase “as the crow flies,” with the provided context, its meaning was clear enough, even if not its origin, and Tisk had other more important things to ask.
“And which way is Lastford?”
This time he did not point much further than the direction he had indicated for the road. It was NOT the direction that Tisk had assumed. Tisk made an angry noise as she gnawed on the bread and hoped Roniner would not be able to hear. Apparently, her assumptions about how mountains operated had been incorrect. Either that, or there were some even more disconcerting facts about the world that she was unaware of. Mountain ranges being uneven and turning would at least be better than something like towns and villages, or the gods forbid even mountains, getting up and moving around.
A burrow would change shape and morph over time as dirt would fill in one section and new parts would be dug out. However, that was the result of hard bunny labor. The overall shape of the dungeon had always been a constant, and to Tisk it seemed that the overall shape of the world ought to also be a constant. She hoped at the very least, that would be true. If it was not, she had no idea how anyone knew where anything was.
Tisk had Sir Ironpaw nod his head in acknowledgment. She hoped to eventually teach him proper manners and conversational skills, but considering that she was still learning herself, Tisk realized that it might take some time. For now, though, she would make sure to prompt Sir Ironpaw when necessary.
“Thank you, I had gotten a bit turned around while traveling through the mountains apparently. Could you perhaps tell me where I might be able to find some basilisks? I was hoping to hunt a few.”
“Basilisks? Well, you can find them that-” The man cut off, his hand half raised, and a curious look overtook his expression. It was one that Tisk could not place. His lips opened and closed a few times, and his eyes darted around. He licked his lips, and Tisk wondered for a second if he had forgotten where basilisks could be found. But then he continued his answer.
“There is an old aband- abandoned mine up the mountains a bit. It’s a breeding ground for basilisks, if you are looking to fight them. They’re... Nesting there. You want to go there. The trail to the mine is fairly clear.”
Tisk tilted her head, even though he could not see it. There was something strange about his words. A nervous stutter perhaps? She wondered if a real person would have been able to figure out what was wrong. However, if there was any subtext to his words, she could not discern it.
It was interesting though. She thought basilisks did not live underground. Maybe they only bred in caves. Either way, this man was a local and likely knew best.
“Thank you. The man who brought me here said that you had a spare bed I could use for the night? If so, I will go hunting in the morning.”
Roniner seemed to slump almost in relief and nodded his head eagerly. The sun was beginning to set outside, and though it was still a bit early, Tisk felt it was acceptable to go to sleep. She had been through a lot after all.
As he cleaned up her place setting, the man seemed to engage in endless chatter. While ordinarily, Tisk would have been glad to exchange pleasantries with him, or to simply to listen to whatever he had to say, the fact of the matter was that despite the number of words coming out of his mouth, the man really did not have much of substance to say.
There was a lot about how it was an honor to have a knight visit their small mountain town, even though they were at the end of an offshoot to one of the main roads. They had not had an adventurer in ages. They were outside of dungeon lands, and without progression or wealth to lure them there, most adventures did not see much point.
But there was that word again, “Progression.” And he had obviously known something about dungeons. Tisk was tempted to steer the conversation towards more productive means. However, if there was anyone who was supposed to know about those subjects, Tisk thought it was adventurers. She simply did not know how to ask without seeming suspicious. So instead she simply continued to instruct Sir Ironpaw to give the most minimal of ques to remain polite and seem attentive. In all frankness, she was still not a good enough conversationalist to do much more than that.
She also refrained from asking more about dungeons because she felt a bit guilty. Roniner mentioned how they were hopeful about the new dungeon in Serpent's Pass. They did not expect to see any of the wealth from it, and apparently, somehow it might actually hurt the wealth of the village in some way Tisk did not understand.
But the headsman hoped that the dungeon would grow so that they would be encompassed by its domain. The only other nearby dungeon was the Illiodos Dungeon Complex, and it had not grown much in ages seemingly. If they were inside of dungeon lands, it was apparently much easier to get adventures to come by and deal with monsters. The village could not afford to pay adventurers to come out and help without progression being in the mix.
“Not that we have much in the way of monsters out here. Just basilisks. In the mine. You will want to go to the mine to kill the basilisks there,” he had hastily added.
Tisk considered telling the man about how the dungeon had died and collapsed in on itself. But at the same time, she remembered the possibility of fines and wanted to avoid the possibility of associating herself with the dungeon’s destruction. It was not lying, just withholding information. Besides, he would find out eventually and it was not like there was much he would be able to do with the information anyway.
While being led through a small hallway to a backroom, Tisk discovered that the man had a child. The youth was, Tisk thought but could not be certain, a young child. A boy, if she was not mistaken. He only seemed to come up to Roniner’s waist.
Tisk had seen him peering out from the hallway entrance with wide eyes filled with wonder. Despite the difference in species and upbringing, Tisk had recognized the look the boy had while watching Sir Ironpaw. She recognized it because it was the same look she had worn so often when gazing at adventurers passing through the dungeon. It was a look of admiration and wonder.
Seeing that look directed towards her did funny things to Tisk.
As soon as they had started to head back towards the hall, the boy had started and scampered away. Roniner had apologized for his son, but Tisk made sure that Sir Ironpaw let him know that she did not mind. It actually made her puff up her chest a little bit to have inspired that look in someone else. It made her feel a bit closer to being a real adventurer.
There was the fact that he had been looking at Sir Ironpaw, the imposing armored figure, and not Tisk the fluffy tiny bunny, but Tisk figured that since she had guided Sir Ironpaw here, she could claim at least some of the admiration for herself.
The room she was led to was rather small, at least by the standards of people. For a small bunny like herself, it was still plenty of space. The bed did not even seem to have a mattress, which disappointed her somewhat. She was hoping to have a late-night snack. Still, she could not be too picky; it did sound like the village had a food shortage. The headsman had not asked for any payment for his hospitality, and Tisk thought it would be bad form to complain.
They did bring her a washbasin when she asked, along with a rag. After they dropped what was basically an oversized bucket off at her room, she informed them that she would be resting until morning.
Once the door was closed, Tisk hopped out of Sir Ironpaw’s helmet and made herself comfortable on the bed which was little more than slats. She did not mind her space inside the helmet, but she liked to move around and see different sights. Besides, there was something she needed to do at the moment.
She had never been one for swimming. A few of the bunnies back in her cave would take jaunts in their little pond. Frankly, she had found it a bit unhygienic and inconsiderate of them to swim where the rest of them were drinking, but at the time she was rather limited in her ability to convey those thoughts.
The reason why swimming was important was, that while the washbasin was not even large enough for a person to climb into, if Tisk were to hop into it, she would be completely submerged. But while she was not fond of swimming, she could hold her breath.
So she hopped into the basin and began to do her best to move around, but it did not seem to help. She had bathed in that pond and once out of the tunnels had rolled around in dirt and grass. Still, she felt tainted.
Sir Ironpaw, do you think you could gently wipe me down with that cloth?
The cloth did a much more thorough job of getting her clean or at least leaving her with the sensation of cleanliness. Though she did have to instruct him to be a bit more careful around some areas that were still more tender after her earlier injuries, though in the end, the healing jellies had done a remarkable job fixing her up.
After she felt relatively satisfied, she then turned her attention to the inside of Sir Ironpaw’s helmet. She had gotten the filth of battle all over it. While she did not mind the smell of dirt and grass, if she could avoid spending days inside something that reeked of death, that would be ideal.
It was more than a bit strange to see Sir Ironpaw sticking his hands inside of his own head to rub the washcloth around, but he did not seem to mind. Once he was done, he moved to wiping down the exterior of his armor. There were plenty of areas that he simply did not have the dexterity to reach, and unfortunately, Tisk was simply unable to help in that regard.
That was not to say she did not try. She had leapt up on her back legs and tried to lean against his back while he sat on the floor, pinning the washcloth between them. But while she could hold the washcloth in place, she was rather ineffective at moving it around.
At some point perhaps she would have Sir Ironpaw walk into a pond. She did not think he would float, so that would not be an issue. It was probably the only way she would be able to get him clean without enlisting someone else’s aid. Of course, it probably would not be much better than when she had been bobbing around in the basin. What they really needed was a waterfall. The force and pressure would probably scour his surface of all grime.
Some sort of cleanliness spell would be helpful, but the concept was not something Tisk felt at all familiar with. This was the first time she had ever felt a very pressing need to take a bath. She had spent most of her life living in a dirt warren after all.
In the end, the bucket was a filthy mess. It was almost nauseating if she looked at the water too much. There were bits of… monster she assumed, bobbing around. They had apparently still been stuck to her fur and Sir Ironpaw’s armor. She wondered what exactly the villagers had thought of seeing Sir Ironpaw walking around coated in bits of viscera. Some of their hesitancy was a bit easier to understand.
Sir Ironpaw placed the basin outside the door and then sat down next to the bed. Tisk had found a comfortable place underneath the bed, with the blanket all mounded up into a comfortable wad. In the morning, she would kill some basilisks.




Chapter 15 

Into the Basilisk Nest

Tisk was practically bouncing around inside of Sir Ironpaw’s helmet. Searching for the basilisks had been frustrating, but it had also been her goal for days. With the knowledge she had gained from the village she finally was on the right course. She did not blame her friends back in Serpent’s Pass for putting her on the wrong track. When she had inquired a bit more with Roniner, she realized that there was no way her friends could have known.
In the morning she had expressed her surprise at the fact that the basilisks would be in a cave. The fact seemed like something her friends would have mentioned. However, he had clarified for her, that they normally did NOT live in caves. However, after the village had abandoned the mine, for reasons he did not specify, the monsters had seen fit to move it. It was a rather recent occurrence.
Tisk wondered if it might have been the large snake monster driving them off.
Regardless of why, her friends had simply been behind in their information when giving her directions, just in the same way Roniner was behind in not knowing about the destruction of the dungeon in Serpent’s Pass. Again, she had considered telling him the news, but discarded the idea for the same reasons as before.
The world was much larger than Tisk had ever known. When it had been just her tiny little dungeon and the forbidden and strange cavern that lay outside where the adventurers had come from, it had been large enough. However, at that size, talking seemed like a sufficient way to communicate. No two entities seemed that far apart. If someone yelled loud enough it could echo through large tracts of the dungeon.
However, with the world as large as it actually was, talking seemed far too slow. She wondered how many days it would take for news of the dungeon’s death to reach this little village, and how long it would be until the people in the Town of Serpent’s Pass would hear about how the basilisks had all relocated.
People were inventive and creative. It felt almost beyond belief that they had not invented a faster way to communicate and get word across the land faster than it did. Surely magic could accomplish such a feat. She could even imagine someday coming up with a variant of her Thearthea spell that would allow her to communicate with people regardless of where they were.
Actually —
Tisk did not know what the range of her spell was. She had never really tried to use it on anyone that far away. Certainly, there was a practical limit. She had already observed that the spell was easier to cast and sustain if she maintained a certain degree of proximity to the target, Sir Ironpaw in the vast majority of instances. Presumably, beyond a certain range she simply would not have the mana to cast it.
But what exactly was that range? It was certainly worth testing. Not now of course. Now she was going to go kill basilisks. Then she would collect their eyes and someone, she actually was not sure who, would give her coins for the eyes. At that point, she could start considering herself an adventurer, or at the very least adventurer adjacent.
It was all quite exciting really. After wandering around in the woods and the mountain, fighting that nasty snake-worm and its brood, and finally being lost in those tunnels, things were actually turning around.
Finally, she was going to do something akin to a real adventurer. She was going to kill some monsters and make some coins from it. Then she would go to a dungeon, just like an adventurer would, and if she was lucky, the dungeon would help her out and give her some new rules. Hopefully, it would see that she had been an adventurer — or at least adventurer like and recognize that adventurers were good. By some miracle, that might weigh more than the wrongs she had committed by breaking the rules and leaving the dungeon. Tisk was certain, or a least she hoped, that the dungeon could fix things.
She tried not to think about that last point too much. The dungeon was currently her best shot at figuring out what she was supposed to be doing with her life, but there was no way of knowing if it would even help.
To be fair, she did not even really know how to “talk” with the dungeon. Her current plan was to get to the core, or one of the cores since it sounded as if Iliodos was actually multiple dungeons that had grown together. Then she would use magic to try and talk to it. Of course, it would be easiest if the dungeon took the initiative and talked to her. She knew that it would be capable of it. She could still remember her dungon speaking its command into her head.
That would really be the best. She would enter the dungeon and hear its voice. It would tell her something nice and clear. “Eat Grass. Hop around.” Perhaps if she was lucky, it would add on “Be an Adventurer”
to that list of not quite inviolable rules. Then she could follow them, happy in the knowledge that she was a good bunny while still getting to live out her fantasies.
That was only if she was lucky of course. She was probably far too small for the dungeon to take notice of. It might not even deign to engage her in conversation if she found its core. It sounded as if the Iliodos dungeon — dungeons — were very important. Far more important than a small little bunny.
But, even if she was unlucky, perhaps she could be happy with being a good adventurer rather than a good bunny. She was still learning what exactly that meant. It seemed like there was certainly more violence than she would have liked, but she could get used to that eventually. At least she hoped so.
While she had a lot of rather conflicting emotions at all of the changes that had been thrust upon her since the collapse of the dungeon, Tisk chose to feel excited by the prospects. It seemed far more pleasant than worrying or fretting, and excitement at the thought of adventure came easily enough to her.
She had to be excited if she wanted to be fine.
Following the trail to the mine took hardly anytime at all. The path between it and the village was well-worn and not very far. It was clear that many people and wagons had made the journey. Roniner’s son had chatted with her a bit in the morning over breakfast before she left, though it seemed like the headsman had been uncomfortable at the interaction.
The boy had mentioned that the town had been doing poorly ever since the mine had closed down. It seemed odd to Tisk that the town would have abandoned the mine when it seemed like the mine was the central reason for the town even existing — at least according to the boy. But people did many things that Tisk could not understand. Hopefully, as she learned more about their ways, things would begin to make more sense.
When she came up to the mine entrance, she could see the tools of labor lying abandoned. There were carts filled with rocks, ore was the term when they had traces of metal, on strange little metal rails. Picks and shovels were scattered around. If she had to hazard a guess, she would say that someone had made an attempt to collect some of the implements, but had abandoned the task part-way through.
A sign was posted in the middle of the work yard outside the mine. She thought it was another of those pictographic signs rather than a word. It was a large slanted red cross with what reminded her of a bit of a face over top. The whole thing had been hastily painted and the paint had all dripped, making it less legible than it otherwise would have been.
She wondered if it was somehow a symbol for “mine,” or perhaps it meant “closed.” A few of the stores in town would put little placards with the slanted crosses on them after hours once they closed down. But they lacked that face or head. Tisk perked up. It could be that someone had tried to draw the head of a basilisk, and the symbol behind it was supposed to be akin to an arrow. Yes, that seemed likely. “Basilisks here.”
The headsman had helpfully provided Tisk with a torch and as well as a “flint” to light it when she had expressed exasperation at finding her way through another dark cave. She had wanted to ask him exactly how the flint was supposed to work, but it seemed like one of those things an adventurer ought to know and might have drawn his suspicion if she had announced her ignorance.
So as excited as she was to rush into the cave, she had to first figure out how to light the torch. Tisk knew, from watching adventurers, that it somehow lit on fire. But how exactly the flint accomplished that was beyond her. It was just a stone attached to a bit of flimsy metal.
Under her directions, Sir Ironpaw fiddled around with the tool until one set of actions caused the metal to scrape against the stone. It made a noise, one uncomfortable to her ears, but also produced a spark.
So that’s how it works.
Once again, people were ingenious. After a few more experimental clicks of the flint, she had Sir Ironpaw light the torch and head into the basilisk den.
The torchlight was not great, but at the same time, Tisk was used to having suboptimal lighting. It seemed fighting in poor lighting conditions was becoming somewhat of a habit for her and she wondered if it was that way for all adventurers.
As they wandered into the cave, she saw that there seemed to be a main path marked by the rails, with smaller tunnels shooting off from it. She decided it would be best to stick to the main path for the time being. It would be easy enough to follow the rails to the surface at the very least should something happen to the torch.
Curiously the mine seemed very different from the cavern that she had once called her home. While the bunny cave had no clear supports for its ceiling, at the time she had not thought that anything strange. But that had been before she had been introduced to the wide world of manmade ceilings. She understood now that things needed support. It was a simple concept, one that seemed obvious in retrospect — especially considering that she had more than one tunnel start to cave in on her when she got overly ambitious with her burrowing — but it was one that had never been particularly relevant to her life.
This mine was, apparently, no different. Every few lengths there were stout timbers holding up cross braces that seemed to be holding up the ceiling. She was a bit curious as to what exactly would happen, if someone, or perhaps some bunny would collapse one of those supports.
Would the entire mountain fall in on the mine, much like what had happened to her dungeon? It would be an interesting experiment and the village did not seem to be using the mine anymore. However, while it seemed like it had a decent chance at succeeding in killing all the basilisks, she did not think it would be easy to retrieve any of their parts. That, and the plan sounded like it had a decent chance at getting her crushed along with everything else.
The cross bracing was not the only unusual thing about the mine. Though, she might not have noticed the other strange aspect if she had not been looking up at the ceiling and tracing the wooden supports with her eyes.
There were an awful lot of spider webs in this cave.
Tisk had them stop when they came across a skeleton. She had never seen a human skeleton before, at least that was what she assumed she was looking at. Well, there might have been one in that one place, but she had decided to forget that as much as possible. This was the first skeleton she was seeing in non-life-threatening circumstances. It was a good opportunity for her to get a better understanding of their anatomy and how they differed from bunnies.
Personally, Tisk felt that she was rather well informed about what was inside of bunnies and most of the creatures that had lived in her area of the dungeon. She had watched adventurers cutting things open enough time to have a good idea of all of the parts. She did not know all of their names, or what all of their purposes were, but she could vividly imagine what they all looked like.
For the most part, they usually looked like blobs covered in blood.
And even if she had missed that, she had seen plenty of bunnies pop in the glade during her failed tenure as a teacher.
But bones were easy enough to figure out. She thought she would have understood them even if the adventurers had never mentioned them. They provided support for everything else. In a way, that was not too unlike the supports holding up the ceiling.
Bones were normally covered in... stuff. But apparently, as she was now learning, there were processes that would somehow remove the rest of the body and leave the skeleton.
There had been bones in the... place she was not thinking about of course, but they had all been just a mixed jumble. None of them had been arranged in such a complete form like this. She had assumed they were something the monster had been unable to digest with its horrible and disgusting acid.
She wondered if the same thing had happened here. There were a lot of spider webs all over the skeleton, but there were enough gaps that she could easily make out all of the ribs and each individual bone. She had Sir Ironpaw kneel down so she could get a better look. If she had a book like Frevir’s she would have drawn a diagram in it. That was, of course, assuming she had some way to draw in the first place.
She wondered if Sir Ironpaw knew how to draw. Unfortunately, she had no writing implements or spare paper to experiment with.
Still, she did her best to commit it to memory. It was still a wonder to her that such creatures could be so big. If she hoped out of Sir Ironpaw, she would be able to curl up inside of this person’s skull. It might be a bit more cramped compared to Sir Ironpaw’s spacious helmet, but she could still do so.
It was no wonder that people were so smart. Their brains were larger than her entire body. She had so little to think with, she was just glad she was able to make do as well as she could.
Her examination of the skeleton was interrupted by an unsettling sound. It was one she had heard before, though she suspected that she would have been unsettled even if this was the first time she had heard it.
The gentle tip-tapping of legs softly echoed in the cave.
While the sound was unpleasent, at least it was not slithering.
Look around and be on guard. There is danger nearby. Keep an eye on the ceiling.
It did not take too long to spot it. Crawling along the ceiling was a spider. It was not one of the small kind that were so common everywhere and that she had practiced pouncing on while learning to mop. No, this was one of the larger varieties, dwarfing Tisk in size.
In the past, while she might have run from this type of threat, it was much different now that she was inside of Sir Ironpaw. The spider was still certainly intimidating, what with all of its eyes and those mandibles and all. But while it was much larger than her, Sir Ironpaw was larger than it still. If given the chance, he would be able to simply stomp the thing dead.
The monster tried to fall on them, likely hoping to catch a potential meal by surprise, but following her instructions, Sir Ironpaw skewered it as it fell through the air.
Horrific screeching filled the air as it writhed back and forth, impaled by the sword. Before Tisk could even give any instructions, Sir Ironpaw was stabbing the sword down, killing another spider that was on the floor.
Tisk let him fight because it seemed as if there were more than two spiders and he knew what he was doing. Practically a nest of the things were descending on them in a veritable wave. At first, things seemed to be going well. He was stomping on some spiders, crushing some against the wall with a gauntlet fist, and killing others with his sword. But the battle, on Sir Ironpaw’s part at least, seemed to slow down.
Eventually, his sword became unusable. It was just a handle connected to a bunch of skewered spider bodies. Tisk supposed it could still be used as some sort of grotesque club, but until it was pulled from their bodies it would be useless. Unfortunately, it seemed as if their hard chitin had gotten stuck on the sword, and none of the spiders seemed willing to give Sir Ironpaw the opportunity to get it free.
There was still a massive weight difference, and Sir Ironpaw could easily crush them. However, the mine tunnel was much smaller than her bunny cave had ever been, supports or not. It made sense, she supposed. Tisk knew how much work it could be to dig through dirt to make a nice burrow, and she was practically built for it. For humans to dig this out through stone must have taken a tremendous amount of effort. They would not dig it larger than they needed to.
So while the tunnel was tall enough for an average human, Sir Ironpaw was noticeably taller than an average human. He would raise his hands up in an overhand smash only to have them bang against the stone ceiling. He would pull his arm back to punch and have his elbow clank against the wall. Granted, in some of these cases a spider would get caught in between Sir Ironpaw and the cave, but the unexpected interruptions were clearly hampering his fighting.
Unfortunately, the spiders seemed to notice this as well, and were not deterred by the pile of corpses that were building up around Sir Ironpaw. If anything it seemed like the corpses became part of their strategy, as they crawled up and around the bodies using them for cover and as platforms to attack from.
They started to focus less on raw offense, though at any given time there would always be at least one spider attacking to draw his focus. Instead, they were weaving their webs. They were weaving their webs around Sir Ironpaw.
Back in the dungeon, Tisk had watched some of the smaller spiders wrapping their victims up in webbing. They did not all do it, but some of them certainly did. Things would always end one way if an insect allowed itself to get wrapped up. She thought about the skeleton that was still somewhere nearby beneath the mound of arachnid parts that now littered the floor. They would find no vulnerable man-flesh or liquids inside of Sir Ironpaw, but they would find a tasty bunny.
Through the vibrations and shifting of Sir Ironpaw’s helmet, she could feel him slowing down as they slowly bound him up. He was no longer stomping up and down and a loop of silk webbing had been thrown over his left arm. He could still move it, but it kept getting pulled down. In a way, it was rather inspiring. A single one of these spiders alone was no match for Sir Ironpaw. However, by working together they could defeat and bring down a much larger foe.
Of course, since that foe of theirs was her closest ally, Tisk did not exactly see it that way, but if she was an outside observer looking in, she considered that she might have a certain admiration for the spider’s spirit.
It was somewhat strange though. In her dungeon, the larger spiders like these ones had always been solitary hunters. In fact, they could even be a bit territorial. Tisk did not know if it was the dungeon’s influence or just something about the environment. Perhaps it was just that these were just a different type of spider. While they had much in common with the large dungeon spiders, in particular their size, there were clear differences to a bunny who had made the dungeon her home, even if she had only encountered the spiders later in her stay there.
These were colored differently for one, more brown than black. Their chitin was more jagged than the smooth exoskeletons of the spiders she was familiar with. Not that any of that really mattered at the moment. What was important was the fact that these spiders, here and now, were in fact working together, and if things continued as they did, Tisk did not like their projected end.
So it was time for her to step in with the one card she had to play.
[Mop-Sir]
The spell was still a bit strange, thinking about how her armored friend differed from herself in so many ways. She still was not great at the spell and could not cast it rapid-fire back to back like she could with a regular mop, but she was faster and better than she had been in the snake-worm cave. So while it did require some concentration, she cast the spell without too much trouble and Sir Ironpaw’s legs flexed under her direction.
As soon as the magic left her, she realized her mistake. Not in time to stop anything, mind you, but she did realize it. While she was not able to completely avert disaster, she was able to mitigate it. Perhaps it was fair to say she was able to downgrade it to mere mishap.
Floft!
[Floft] [Floft]
The spell was cast in a panic, requiring more than one attempt to get it to stick. Luckily she understood softness and fluffiness and even when her visualization was a scrambled mess, she was still able to pull enough of the conceptualization to mind to cast the spell rather quickly. At the very least, she was able to cast it before Sir Ironpaw slammed into the low ceiling of the mine.
She had not been able to do anything for Sir Ironpaw himself. She had never tried to cushion him with the spell, and even if she had been in the right mindset to attempt such a thing, the middle of battle was not the place for such experimentation, even if it seemed like she was forced into such measures on an uncomfortably regular basis.
Tisk was, however, able to prevent herself from being plastered against the inside of the helmet. Her bubble of fluff held as Sir Ironpaw impacted, and then his momentum carried him further down the mineshaft. There were multiple impacts as his metal body ricocheted, and a screeching of metal scraping against stone. She thought she heard wood cracking, but if Sir Ironpaw’s trajectory damaged any of the wood bracing, at the very least the cave did not collapse on her.
It was hard to track exactly what had happened, because at some point in the entire affair Tisk found herself ejected from the safety of the helmet and tumbling through the air. There had been no stores in the village, and so she had never gotten her netting. She slammed and bounced off of a wall herself, but the entire time she was doing all she could to reinforce her floft spell and also avoid feeling too sick.
Since she had woken up she had been feeling a bit bloated. If she had to blame it on anything she thought it was the cheese. The humans might love the stuff, but she did not think it had agreed with her delicate bunny stomach. It had not been too bad initially. Definitely, something that made her uncomfortable, but something she could ignore as long as she kept her mind on other things.
Now, tumbling through the air and bouncing down the tunnel, she was definitely regretting the cheese.
Luckily, as all things did, her pseudoflight eventually came to stop. Other than being a bit dizzy her magic had kept her from being harmed.
As she looked around, she took in her new environment.
She was now in a larger part of the mine, at least in comparison to the earlier tunnel. There were signs of where the villagers had been digging it out, and she assumed that some of the ore they had been after was located around her. Tracing the rails, she could see the tunnel she had come from and the many spiders frantically trying to turn around and come after them. The rails seemed to keep going and branched out from this chamber into other tunnels.
In the center of the room, she could see, they had indeed broken through a support. It looked like a twig that had been snapped by a child. Luckily there were other timbers nearby that fortunately were doing more than their fair share of the work at preventing a cave-in, but Tisk would rather not break any more supports than they already had.
She could still see because by some grace, Sir Ironpaw had managed to maintain his grip on the torch and the piece of wood had managed to survive intact during the tumble.
A line of dead bugs and guts smeared the ground marking where he had slid across. It was clear that the force of the jump had killed more of the darned spiders. And while her leap had gotten them clear of the spiders she had thought were big, she now realized the horrible creatures came in an even larger variety.
What Tisk imagined had to be the mother of all spiders was looming over where Sir Ironpaw had come to rest. While there were tiny spiders everywhere in the world that ate bugs and that she dwarfed, the spiders at the cave entrance had made her seem small. But Sir Ironpaw had towered over them. This disgusting creature was again that many times larger than Sir Ironpaw.
If it had come into the mines from the outside it must have done so before it had been fully grown, because Tisk was doubtful that it could fit through the tunnel passages. Perhaps if it squeezed its big fat butt, but their chitin was rather rigid. All Tisk knew was that she instantly hated this thing.
Unfortunately, it had taken advantage of Sir Ironpaw’s momentary incapacitation and now had several spindly legs pinning him to the ground, as it began to weave a web around him.
Tisk felt that she was at least somewhat responsible for this predicament, so it seemed like it fell to her to get them out of it. Luckily the giant spider had not seemed to notice her and the smaller ones did not seem to be entering the cavern. They were crowding around where the tunnel entered into the cavern skittering anxiously, but none of them seemed willing to cross the threshold.
Strange, but at least I don’t need to worry about them getting in the way.
Her magic was not exactly the most offensive kind that there was, but she remembered how she had practiced pouncing on spiders. In the end, mop was her oldest, most reliable spell. Perhaps someday she would encounter a problem that she could not hop her way out of, but that day had not come yet.
Luckily, Sir Ironpaw was not in immediate danger, the giant spider was making progress with its web, but it was slow progress. It seemed satisfied with the current situation, and Tisk had the opportunity to properly map out her plan. It was much easier to think things through ahead of time rather than in the middle of battle she decided.
She made her way over to the broken timber, luckily outside the line of sight of the spider. It was a bit hard to tell what exactly it could see, given all of those creepy eyes and all, but given that it did not react to her movement, she figured she was either in a blind spot, or it simply did not care about a little bunny when larger prey was involved. Either way worked for Tisk.
Pushing her muzzle through the splintered remains of the support scattered across the floor, she eventually found a piece that satisfied her requirements. Namely that she could grab it with her mouth and that it had at least somewhat of a point. After a short while, she had sorted through all of the easily accessible wood and made a pile of acceptable pieces. Each one was somewhat reminiscent of an arrow, though their functionality as such was more dubious.
The larger pieces she would only be able to carry if she propped the end of the wood against her collar, but that worked fine for Tisk.
Satisfied that she had done everything she could do to prepare, Tisk kicked the rejected wood out of the way and grabbed her first weapon.
[Mop]
She launched into the air towards the ceiling at a high speed.
[Floft] [Mop]
Tisk cushioned her impact, but only slightly, then pushed off uneven stone, angling towards the wall. Her speed after the second mop was even greater.
[Floft] [Mop]
She repeated the ricochet against the wall, reaching an even higher speed. This time she was flying towards the giant spider, though she would pass just a paws width above it. As she saw its form covering the ground below her, Tisk angled the piece of wood in her mouth and felt it rip free from her teeth.
Her head whipped back, though luckily she had let go before her neck had snapped. The sudden force had sent her tumbling, but as Tisk had been expecting as much, she had prepared another floft to cushion her impact with the ground.
As she shook her head and looked up, she could see the fruits of her labor.
The spider was hissing in what Tisk expected was more anger than pain. The wood had managed to penetrate the chitin, but Tisk did not think her makeshift shiv had gone very deep. It was still holding Sir Ironpaw down, but two of its legs were scrambling up onto its back trying to reach what to it must just be a small splinter.
Tisk had not killed the monster with her plan, but she had hurt it. There was more wood left for her to use.
Soon the bunny was bouncing around the room again at high speed with another wooden shard in her mouth. The next one she tried launching like some sort of projectile, only to have it glance off of the spider’s exoskeleton. But without the uncontrolled tumble, Tisk was able to pick up another piece of wood with hardly any slow down.
She shortened the duration and lessened the intensity of her floft castings and put more power into the mops. Each bounce caused uncomfortable pressure to shoot through her legs and made her head rattle, but she needed to go faster.
After the third piece of wood pierced into the spider, she thought the spider had noticed the bunny, even though she had been trying to stay out of its direct line of sight. Its body was now turning as its head tried to track her movements. It was too slow, as long as Tisk kept moving and avoided the many webbed patches on the walls and ceiling. But the fact that it was now moving made things more difficult.
The angle was important. She realized that with the fourth. If she did not land the hit head-on, it simply would not penetrate. With the fifth one, she went straight at the spider, even having to push herself off of the chitin to make her escape. Unfortunately, her chosen piece of wood for that attack was simply too weak and exploded into tiny splinters on impact.
If Tisk ever got the chance she would have to go shopping and see if any store sold something like daggers, but for bunnies.
The sixth and seventh hits were both solid, and the spider was growing increasingly agitated. Tinny streams of ichor were dripping down its carapace into small puddles on the ground. Tisk was not sure how much real damage she was causing, but the monster had ceased weaving its web around Sir Ironpaw, and he was now struggling, rocking back and forth. If she distracted the spider enough, hopefully, he could get free.
As Tisk failed to land the eighth blow she noticed that the spiders near the tunnel entrance were practically clamoring over one another. If whatever was keeping them back stopped working, she would be in trouble. Her plan was possible since she was facing just a single, relatively immobile target. She knew that spiders could catch fast-flying bugs in their webs. She did not want to end in that situation.
Tisk managed to land one piece of wood into one of the spider’s larger eyes. The organ popped in a disgusting, but satisfying spray of goo as Tisk flew by, and the screech of pain told Tisk that that blow, at least, had hurt. Unfortunately, repeating that attack proved difficult as it started to wave a leg around its head in order to ward her off.
Unfortunately, the next few blows were not as effective, and then Tisk was out of wood to use as weapons.
There were more chunks, but they were all too large or too ungainly for her to lift. Some of the others were too small or did not have anything resembling a point. Perhaps if she was larger, she would be able to make use of some of the rocks scattered about the room. A few of them looked like they would make excellent weapons. But she was not larger. The fact of the matter was that Tisk had run out of ammunition.
She grit her teeth. It would be a lie to say that she had not expected this outcome, but she had been hoping that the spider would eventually scuttle away, if not outright die. But she had planned for this, it was just that the execution was unpleasant.
Most of her life she had lived in a world of softness. She was soft, her fellow bunnies were soft. The grass against her belly as she had hopped around was a tickly prickly sort of soft. Even the dirt of the burrow could be described as soft. It was why floft had been her second spell.
But, the thing about soft things was that they gave and gave and gave. You could just keep pushing, and they would just squish down and compress and give way. Slowly Tisk had started to understand the world of hard things. At the very least she was starting to understand the ways in which they were not soft.
If one pressed on a hard thing, it did not give way like something soft. But if you pressed even more, where the soft thing would just squish down, the hard thing would eventually break. One could just keep squishing something soft where the hard thing would shatter. She might be a soft thing and the spider a hard thing, but she was going to break her foe.
Sir Ironpaw, you might soon have the chance to get free. Be prepared to fight.
As she prepared for her next jump, the thought occurred to her that she could probably manage to escape out of the mines. The spiders at the exit were all so agitated, that she could probably leap through the gaps between them and make her way out. But that would be abandoning Sir Ironpaw. Perhaps these spiders would not be able to eat him, but they could entomb him in lonely layers of web and darkness. That was not an option.
Magic propelled Tisk back into the air. This time with each bounce she cushioned herself less and less. She was a bit concerned that her bones were going to break. She was out of healing jellies and would have no recourse if something snapped. But in the end, now that she had started on this course, she thought she would be able to finish even if her bones gave way at the last minute.
Part of her, the part that was always having idle thoughts at the last minute, wondered if it might be possible to focus the floft spell down. Not just on one part of her body, but inside her body. She postulated that it would probably be possible to cushion all of her precious organs and even her bones, but still retain the full force of the impact. Granted that would be leaving her skin and muscle at the full mercy of the physical forces involved, but it would certainly be better than the alternative.
Projecting the spell to her organs probably would not even be all that difficult. Imagining them as soft was simple, even if they were really more squishy than soft. But they were pliable things. However, they were each disparate parts of her body. While protecting anyone would likely be trivial, holding them all in her mind at the same time might be more difficult.
The bones would be the hard part. Bones were tough and hard and rigid. They were like spider chitin and they broke like spider chitin. Wrapping them in fluff would require a bit more mental gymnastics than she was ready to experiment with at the moment.
Of course, she had also thought about all this before. The old concern was still there. She still only had a rudimentary understanding of how her insides functioned.
Besides, Tisk did not think she was going to die with her current plan. Her body was sore and her muscles ached, but all of her blood was where it was supposed to be. That had to be a good thing.
[Mop]
Directly above the spider she pushed an absurd amount of her mana into the spell and launched herself downwards. There was a spot on its back where she had landed three of her earlier blows in a rough triangle. Tiny cracks, barely visible in the flickering and guttering torchlight were visibly creeping out from where each wooden protrusion had made contact.
But that triangular patch between all three injuries was simply covered in the cracks. Ironically enough, Tisk thought they almost made a web-like pattern. It was for that triangular patch that the small bunny aimed for.
Luckily the spider did not step to the side. It had remained firmly planted above Sir Ironpaw, so Tisk had not been expecting it, but she did know it was a possibility. If things had gone very poorly she could have ended up impaled on one of her own weapons.
But things did not go poorly, at least not for this part of her plan. She curled herself into a tight little ball of bunny right as she was about to make impact. And while she had not been planning on cushioning herself at all, her thoughts of selective softness caused her to reflexively cast the spell.
[Floft]
Tisk did not know how well her attempt to cushion her insides actually worked. Her senses were focused more on the fact that her soft flesh was impacting a hard surface. There was pressure, and then there was pain, but then in those split seconds of contact, she felt something give.
It was not the continual gradual giving way of softness, it was the sudden and rapid way in which hard things finally surrendered. A crack resounded throughout the room, and Tisk continued downward.
She came to a stop, and she was still alive. She had her eyes clenched shut and she had been holding her breath because she was fairly certain she was now inside the spider. There had been a gamble that it would not be acidic in the same way as the snake-worm, but she thought that was more a product of its digestive process and perhaps how it tunneled through rock. Unless her aim had been particularly unlucky, she had not expected to end in the spider’s stomach.
Tisk did not actually know what types of parts were inside a spider, and as much as she wanted to look around, she knew that doing so would just get spider-gunk in her eyes.
Moving around was hard. While she could not see, she could feel. The inside of the spider was definitely not all liquid ichor. Her left back paw was against something squishy, probably some sort of organ, as was her head. The one against her paw seemed to be pulsing about every second or so. Unfortunately, that was not all she found herself with. Hard sharp things pressed against her body from all angles.
Tisk was not sure what they were exactly, partially because she could not see them, but she suspected that they were a spider’s version of a skeleton. From listening in on adventurers she knew that they had exoskeletons, essentially they wore their skeleton on the outside. While it seemed like it must be a miserable existence to always be wrapped up in a hard shell-like that, it did seem quite sensible. Keeping your skeleton on the outside where it could protect seemed reasonable to her.
And it was not like Sir Ironpaw seemed to mind all that much. Pluss if she put too much thought into the issue, she would realize that she had essentially been living inside of Sir Ironpaw’s skeleton, meaning she had more or less been wrapped up in an exoskeleton. That experience was, in of itself, not too awful. Granted she had taken steps to make her little mobile nest softer, but Tisk could concede that being hard and tough on the outside was not an inherently bad choice. Obviously, it worked well for the spiders.
At least, well up until this point.
But it seemed that such a skeleton still needed internal support. If she had spent enough time thinking about it, she might have reached such a conclusion on her own, but the evidence was now stabbing into her sides. Apparently, the chitin continued beneath the surface in a lattice-like web. Luckily, it was not nearly as tough and rigid as the exoskeleton. If she pushed hard enough she would feel it give and crumble.
Some of what was cutting into her sides Tisk thought were actual shards from the outer layers that had fallen in with her. All in all, she was extremely uncomfortable.
Just as she had collected enough of her wits to consider beginning to extricate herself from her rather unpleasant location, she felt the spider begin to move. With each shift, she felt the endo-skeleton jabbing into her, and in a few places she could feel that it was her skin that was giving way. The pain was quite extreme, but it was still nowhere near that brink-of-death pain she had felt in the worm-snake pit. 
The spider was still moving, and seeing as it was causing her pain, it seemed only fair to return the favor. She kicked her paws against the beating organ below her and the spider seemed to thrash even more.
The amount of oxygen in her tiny lungs was starting to run low, and she really did not want to see if she could breathe spider-guts. So Tisk began to kick and claw in a bizarre combination of digging and swimming. She was headed up towards the hole she had made, or at least she hoped she was, otherwise she would be in trouble.
And right as her lungs were catching on fire from the strain, her head was breaking free from the gore. She did not want to open her mouth, not until she had confirmed that it was safe to do so, but reflexes are a powerful thing. She inhaled deeply, gasping for breath, and luckily only a bit of spider got inside.
The taste was horrible, but at the moment she had larger concerns. The noise in the cavern was a cacophony of spider cries and squelching noises. Pulling herself out of the large spider, which she noticed was no longer moving aside from helplessly twitching legs, she looked at what she had missed.
Sir Ironpaw was still half-covered in webs. One of his arms was stuck firmly to his side. However, this cavern gave him room to move, and he was a whirlwind of destruction. The smaller spiders had apparently fallen on him in a wave, and it seemed more had poured forth from some of the other tunnels. The floor was drenched in the liquid that belonged inside their bodies, and she could see that if things continued on much more, spider ichor threatened to extinguish their torch.
Even if the light went out, Tisk thought they would still be able to make their way out. However, they still needed to find the basilisks, and it would be a lot easier with a light source.
Luckily it seemed that her partner was finishing off the last of the resistance. They did not seem to have any individual survival instinct. If she was one of the spiders she would be running away by now, not continuing to attack.
Tisk’s mind suddenly connected to a memory. She had seen something like this before, she felt. Wave after wave of monsters throwing themselves to their death, desperate to obey a command that they could not help but to obey. A command she had failed to follow.
Her wide eyes darted around the room as she looked for any large doors or glowing crystals, but it was all just the same mine.
[Thearthea]
Hello?
Tentatively she reached out with her mind, trying to make contact with something, but the spell failed to make touch anything other than dying spider, and she did not think they would be too receptive to a conversation at the moment.
Perhaps the similarity had just been her overactive mind jumping to conclusions. After all, other than the spiders and the fact that they were underground, the mines were not very dungeon-y.
Soon the fight had wound down, and Sir Ironpaw had saved the torch from being extinguished. Tisk had fully removed herself from the dead spider and inspected her injuries. Some cuts and bleeding, but nothing too bad. Ironically, she had been able to stop the bleeding by rolling around in the spider webbing. It seemed to make a good bandage.
She took a moment to look at the giant spider’s face as Sir Ironpaw worked to free his one arm. Apparently, at some point, her friend had punched out half of its face and ripped off one of its large fangs. Tisk felt proud of Sir Ironpaw’s fighting accomplishments. He had only needed a little help in that battle and he had been able to kill so many spiders.
They would take a while to catch their breath, or at least she would. Sir Ironpaw did not need to breathe. She would take a while to catch her breath, let her mana pool refill a bit, it was running a tad low, and then continue looking for basilisks.
Of course, they would need to keep their eyes open for any more spiders. Just because they had killed all of these spiders did not mean they had killed all spiders. Plus she wanted to make double-sure that this place was secretly not some type of dungeon. That seemed like the sort of thing the village would have known about, but she was still new to the concept of there being more than one dungeon. Perhaps secret dungeons were a thing.




Chapter 16 

Revenge

Tisk was so angry. No, that word was not good enough to describe her emotional state. She racked her tiny little brain trying to find a better alternative. It took her a while, because her thoughts just kept coming back to how angry she was. Finally, she picked one that felt appropriate. Furious.
She was so furious that she was inarticulate; there were not words — No! That was the opposite of what she was. She was far past inarticulate. There were so many words! Too many. She could fill whole books about just how furious she was... If she knew how to write... and if she had hands.
But she could not write, and so she had to settle with the simple statement that she was furious.
Maybe she would burn their whole village down. She had spared that bad boy back in Serpent's Pass partially because he was still young. She hoped that he would somehow grow out of it. But most of the villagers were adults. Roniner was an adult. He was the one in charge of the entire village and represented it.
They had all lied to her!
She and Sir Ironpaw had spent only the gods knew how long inside the mines looking for basilisks. She still did not have a watch to measure such things. All she knew was that she had been down there long enough that eventually they had found a good alcove that seemed defensible and Tisk had gone to sleep curled up in Sir Ironpaw’s helmet.
Crafting a shelter in the caves did not seem to make much sense.
So they had spent at least a full day looking for basilisks. But were there any basilisks? No! Only spiders. Lots and lots of spiders. They had found at least half a dozen groups like the first one. Luckily, knowing what to expect, they handled the others much more gracefully. When they came upon a cluster, they would just fall back to a point where there was enough space for Sir Ironpaw to fight. If the spiders did not follow, they would just pick the spiders off from a distance. A few times they resorted to Sir Ironpaw chucking rocks at high enough speeds to injure if not outright kill the horrid little monsters.
Only once more was Tisk forced to engage in battle herself, serving as more of a distraction than anything else. During one of their breaks, she had Sir Ironpaw shave pieces of wood with his sword into a shape and form that she could use as a weapon. They still were not perfect and broke as often as they injured, but they were a step in the right direction.
Luckily she did not end up inside of any more creatures during those fights. She really hoped that was not becoming something of a habit for her, and silently made a vow to herself. To the utmost of her abilities, she was going to remain on the outside of other creatures… Except for Sir Ironpaw , assuming he counted as a creature.
Rot, it is a habit isn’t it.
The expedition was not a complete loss. She had gathered up a bundle of the spider silk. It did make for a good bandage, and she had been able to put some up as a net in Sir Ironpaw’s helmet so that she was no longer in danger of going flying out whenever an impact knocked his visor up. Really, she wished the dungeon had put a better latch on the thing.
After watching some spiders dragging along some sort of paralyzed mole creature, Tisk had another idea. They had ripped out the fangs and attached glands of some of the larger spiders. She was not a hundred percent certain and wanted to verify with someone else before experimenting on herself, but she thought that the venom inside could be used as a way to help deal with pain.
She also thought she figured out the behavior of the spiders. There were chambers just packed with eggs. The spiders always went crazy fighting around these chambers and would refuse to surrender. She still did not understand all of their behavior, such as how the little ones seemed very hesitant to get near the larger ones, but she now thought that they were just defending their eggs.
Tisk could understand that.
They had smashed each and every egg sack they found. Sometimes dozens of smaller tinny spiders would go screeching out and then Sir Ironpaw would need to spend a few minutes stomping around, but they did their best to kill every single one. This was obviously an infestation.
So while they had walked away with some spoils and knowledge and better spider fighting skills, they had come across not a single basilisk. Not even the remains of one.
Tisk’s confusion and concern had grown as they had wandered the mines, having long ago burned through their torch and having to light one of the spares they found lying in a barrel. She had been so stupid and naïve. It had taken her far too long to realize the truth.
At first, she thought the spiders might have eaten all of the basilisks. And that had made her angry, but she had already been angry at the spiders for getting their insides all over her fur. But when there were increasing little signs that basilisks had ever been in these caves she became more concerned. How could Roniner have been wrong about such a simple fact?
And then it had all clicked.
He was a liar. They had not abandoned these mines. They had fled them when the spiders had moved in. There had never been any basilisks here. Roniner had sent her here in the hopes that she would kill all of the spiders. After all, they were too poor to be able to pay anyone to clear the mines out. She wondered if they knew just how deep the infestation had gone.
Tisk understood why they did it. They were cowards and not willing to fight their own battles. But they should have just asked. She would have helped them. Probably. Possibly... She was a busy bunny with a lot to do. But, she might have found time to help. Now she would never know. They could have asked, but instead, they had lied. They had lied to her.
They had put her in danger. They had put Sir Ironpaw together. She had come expecting one type of threat and was instead presented with another. But, in the end, the lying was the worst aspect.
All of the whispers and some of the comments that did not line up now made sense.
She wanted to curse at the villagers, Roniner in particular, but was having trouble coming up with a good one.
Rot those spider-infested rot heads!
She knew it was perhaps a bit weak, but it was the best she could do. Honestly, she did not often come upon situations that felt like it was appropriate to curse and was not very practiced at it. She supposed that was one other silver lining to this whole fiasco, a bit more practice at being angry.
But her curse gave her an idea. Spider Infested! She should have left one of the spiders alive and brought it back with her. Let them fight their own battle. See how they like getting ichor all over their fur and getting scratched up. Unfortunately, if she had wanted to leave any of the horrid things alive, it was a bit late for that. Still, it would have been fitting punishment.
As Sir Ironpaw made his way back to the village, Tisk considered instructing him to stomp. That was something people did when they were mad, and she wanted the village to know that she was mad. Perhaps she would not burn their ramshackle village to the ground, but it was certainly on the table.
However, she stopped Sir Ironpaw as they crested the hill. There was a lot more smoke coming from the village than before. More than even if the chimneys of all the abandoned homes were lit. It was, frankly speaking, a lot of smoke.
Tisk had Sir Ironpaw slow down. Obviously, something was happening that she did not understand. Perhaps it was a celebration over the fact that they had tricked someone into taking care of the spiders. If that was the case, her fury was going to get turned up another notch. But there were a dozen other possibilities that came to mind, and that was not including all of the things that did not come to her mind because she lacked the context to even conceive of them.
Yes, it was best to proceed cautiously.
As they approached, her anger was eroded by confusion. She could clearly hear screaming, and not the “yay, some rube killed all the spiders for us,” type of screaming. It was the types of yells that ended in gurgling death. But amidst the shouting and crying, there were some people laughing.
Finally, when she got close enough to see the village, she realized that someone had beaten her to the punch and already lit the place on fire. She was not quite sure how to feel about that. On the one paw, they obviously deserved this. They, or at least their leader, was a liar. But she also felt like something was stolen from her.
But perhaps that was a good thing. She was still not sure if it was her place to enact retribution and dispense justice. This was, perhaps, simply the universe taking care of things again in the same way that it destroyed her dungeon home after she broke a rule. Or she supposed it was before she broke the rule, but she still saw no reason that crime and punishment had to go strictly in that order.
One of the villagers was running towards her, arm outstretched, when an arrow landed right in the person’s back. The villager fell to the ground unmoving. Past the now presumably dead person, she could see the attacker. It was a man on horseback. He was dressed in tannish brown robes that matched that of several other ridders. They all had weapons and seemed to be attacking the village for some reason. Probably because the village was full of liars.
She could see when the archer noticed her. His eyes went wide and he made a loud whistle.
Tisk really had no idea about what was happening and what she should be doing. She considered that she might be interrupting something and standing there might be a bit rude. However, it seemed as if she had drawn the attention of the attackers, and so she decided to sit still and see what happened. Hopefully, someone would explain.
It was not long until a half-dozen riders were arrayed in a semi-circle before her. Behind them, the rest of their compatriots were rounding the villagers up into a huddle as the village itself burned. The riders facing her all seemed tense, but none of them did anything as a final man dressed the same as the others walked up.
He did not seem particularly tall or intimidating, but he was distinctive. Even Tisk who sometimes had trouble telling people apart would have no difficulty picking this man out from a crowd. He had a long crooked nose with a scar running up it and across one eye.
Tisk thought it was curious that he had no mount, but before she could think on it further, he began to speak.
“Look, we don’t want to fight an adventurer, and I’m sure you don’t want to fight us. These villagers won’t be able to offer you any type of reward, and even though your equipment looks like it would fetch a few good kings, it doesn’t look like it would be worth the effort of taking you down. There is nothing in it for either of us to fight. So how about you just take the road out of here and we all pretend like we never saw one another.”
Tisk looked around, still confused. His words made sense and she could not argue with any of them. However, she found the underlying assumption that she might want to fight them a bit strange. Obviously, she was still missing something important.
“What is going on here?” Sir Ironpaw asked for her.
The leader of the attackers frowned. To him, the answer must have been obvious. Luckily, however, one of the villagers shouted out.
“They’re the Hawkwing Bandits. They’ve torched the town and are going to kill us all. Please-”
The man fell to the ground as one of the bandits backhanded him while muttering, “shut up.”
Tisk registered a large shadow quickly darting across the village, recognizing the way in which it moved, but focused again on the leader. Apparently, he was the leader of the Hawkwing Bandits.
“We, my good adventurer, are the Hawkwing Bandits, as that fine fellow just informed you. The village could not pay us our due, so we are making an example of them. If they’re lucky and don’t put up too much of a fight, we might try to summon The Rider for them.”
Tisk nodded her head. He had answered her question, even if she really did not understand what he had said. She was just missing so much context. She wanted to ask him to explain further, but she had already received a confused glance for asking once. The way he talked was as if it was the most obvious thing in the world.
Still, even if she did not understand his answer, he had explained what he was doing here. It was best if she did the same so that they were on even footing. It would only be polite.
“I am very angry right now. The headsman lied to me and sent me to their mines under false pretenses. I went expecting one monster and found another. He LIED to me!”
Tisk was very pleased with how Sir Ironpaw practically roared the last sentence. Sometimes his delivery could come off as a bit flat, but while he had started off calm, enough of her emotions had spilled over at the end. She had even seen a few of the villagers flinch back.
Of course, she did not know what came next. She still did not really understand what was going on.
The bandit leader just smiled.
“They tried to deceive you huh? Well that wasn’t very smart of them, was it? You’ve got an air about you. I have a good feeling when it comes to you. How would you like to join up with my men? You’ll get a cut of the spoils, what there is of it, from this raid. If you not up to joining up permanently, you can still take part in the general mayhem.”
Tisk considered the offer. It was tempting. She was still angry, and it could mean a whole group of new friends. But she had other friends waiting for her.
And then she also thought about what it meant to be a bandit. She was fairly certain that bandits were criminals. Criminals were rule-breakers. In fact, Tisk was fairly certain that the Justicars — which she had so admired after hearing just a little about — took care of bandits.
These bandits were rule-breakers. Perhaps that in of itself did not make them much worse than the villagers, but then she looked around.
The village was burning. Tisk did not really care too much about that. Part of her would have liked to have been the one to put it to the torch, but in the end, the important thing was that it was on fire.
But the villagers could always build new homes or move somewhere else. She had done the same, moving into Sir Ironpaw’s head after she had lost the dungeon.
Then she saw the dead bodies.
She remembered what she had gone through in that worm-snake cave. She had almost died. All of her words had almost ended. More than anything she had wanted to live.
Death was a natural thing. Something lived, and then it died. It got eaten by a predator, or an adventure killed it. But she felt there should be some reason behind it.
This just seemed so... senseless.
These villagers... She did not think they were good people. They had lied to her. But they wanted to live as well. As angry as Tisk was...
Tisk wanted to groan at the painful realization. It was a stab in the gut. She was still so angry, but... She did not think they deserved to die. Their words deserved to go on, even if some of those words were lies. Words were important, and it was important that they were preserved.
That was why she wanted to live after all.
Death was the natural conclusion of life. But if she could do something to prevent it, it seemed like she should. Maybe it was not possible to ward off indefinitely, but it seemed like one ought to fight and struggle and run from death as best they could. Otherwise, why even bother.
If she was wrong, and they did deserve death, well... Tisk would not be the instrument of their judgment. It would be up to some higher power to make that decision and enact their punishment.
Tisk did not want these people to die. And perhaps more importantly, the bandits were rule-breakers.
Tisk sighed. She knew what she needed to do.
“I don’t... I don’t think you should be doing this. If you don’t stop... I can’t let you kill them all. Burn the village, take whatever you want, but let the people go.”
The bandit let out a heavy sigh. “You are one of those types of adventures, are you? I still don’t want to fight you, not worth the lives of my men. So how about this.”
A screech echoed from above, and Tisk could see the shadow from earlier darting in. Instinctively Tisk curled up to make herself small as the predator she had spotted earlier closed in. The fact that she was safely inside Sir Ironpaw’s helmet did not let her override certain primal reactions.
It was a bird, only it was rather large for a bird. Tisk had no doubt that the leader of the bandits could easily ride it like a horse — well however one would ride a horse with wings. But the bird, a hawk presumably, did not attack Sir Ironpaw.
Instead, it swooped in and grabbed the headsman’s son in its talons. Tisk had never even learned the child’s name. She heard Roniner cry out and other villagers scream.
“So here is the deal. You walk away, I’ll let the child live. You try to cause trouble, my little pet drops the brat. If you’re the type of person I think you are, you’ll make the right choice. Besides, you have nothing to win here, and I should warn you. I used to be an adventurer and I earned a fair bit of Progression back in my days.”
Tisk heard his words, but she did not truly pay attention. As she watched the hawk lifting upwards she saw something else. She saw another bird, a smaller bird, flying away with a bunny that she had failed to save.
She could save this child.
[Mop-Sir]
The jump was filled with an avalanche of power, and Tisk needed to counter with a floft just to avoid squishing herself in Sir Ironpaw’s helmet. Dust swirled up in a cloud from where they had just been on the ground.
They were shooting up through the air with the speed of an arrow, and while they had already cleared an impressive height, Tisk could feel their velocity slowing down. Natively judging distances and relative speeds like this was not something bunnies were typically good at, but Tisk had plenty of practice. The one thing that she could tell was that they were not going to get high enough. Even though they were far off the ground — terrifyingly high if she did not have floft, and perhaps even with it — the bird, was even higher.
She could try to startle the bird. With a bit of mental communication, she might be able to get it to drop the child. But she just did not think the trajectories were going to line up, she would be falling back to the ground before the child began his descent. They would never intersect.
Her mind burned trying to consider all the possibilities, but with each beat of her heart, they shed even more momentum and came one step closer to ending their leap. Each passing second, regardless of if she could measure it or not, meant fewer possibilities. Failing here did not inherently mean the child would die, but it would mean either giving in to the bandit’s demands — which was not going to happen — or letting the child drop.
She could mop herself out of Sir Ironpaw’s helmet. He could serve as a platform for her own magical hop, and she was fairly certain that she would be able to close the distance if she shot off in a blur. What exactly she, a singular bunny, would do once she reached the hawk was another question. Perhaps she could use one of those carved slivers of wood she had brought from the mine and drive it into the bird’s neck. Then if she could somehow latch onto the boy, she might be able to use magic to cushion both of their falls. The keyword there, of course, was might.
But as soon as she had that thought, she realized that she had foiled her own plans. The spider webbing she had put up as a form of netting inside Sir Ironpaw’s helmet meant that she could not, in fact, launch out of it. She could still work herself around it, but in the precious seconds that would take, the bird would be out of reach.
No, Sir Ironpaw needed to go higher.
He needed to mop again, only there was nothing to mop against. Well, there was one thing, but that would not really be a jump.
Tisk frowned in concentration. Perhaps humans jumped only with their legs, but bunnies, even if they relied on their hind legs, used their forelegs as well. The -sir variant of mop deemphasized that, but she could imagine Sir Ironpaw doing a handstand and pushing off of the ground. Yes, he could mop with his arms. Tisk had an idea. It was a bit different in form, but the underlying mechanisms of force and counterforce were the same.
She tried to pour magic into the visualization but her mind was rebelling. Because the fact of the matter was, what she was trying to imagine was very much not a hop. But wasn’t it? It was a form of propulsion, just a little different. Perhaps it was not quite like an upside-down jump as she had considered moments before, but it was still a hop. No, hopping was not just pushing oneself into the air. But, moping was not hoping. What she wanted to do… It was not that different...
There was... was there a more fundamental form of hopping lower than what she knew? Could she convince herself of that fact? She thought there was. She thought she could. But could what she was imagining really be considered some form of hop?
[Mop-sir]
And she felt herself, not her body, but what Tisk was. She felt it shift, and then crack. For a moment it seemed as if the entire conceptual framework she had built up was about to shatter. Not just the spell, but EVERYTHING. The dam was about to burst, and all those words and understandings and concepts were about to come gushing out, perhaps to be lost forever.
Her understanding was on the verge of shattering.
It was a hard thing pushed to the point where it was about to give.
She was lying to herself. It was the worst possible thing that she could do, and yet she was doing it. This child was really not even that important, but she did not think he deserved to die. So it HAD to be possible. Throwing had to be the same as hopping. She had to be right.
And there was the lie.
Then it shifted again and clicked into place. Her mind accepted the truth she had been presenting to it and ceased complaining. An eerie calm settled over her. The fractures were still there, lines running through her mind where concepts no longer quite lined up as they should, but they were no longer under stress. The magic surged through her.
Later, when Tisk would reflect on that moment — because for once her mind was no longer racing and considering a dozen things at once — she would note that she had done something irrevocable. She had been faced with a choice and she had changed her understanding of things forever. Even if she pushed the meanings back to where they belonged, those cracks would remain in the words. The only real fix would be to forget them and learn them from scratch.
But even then the damage to Tisk would remain. Perhaps if she forgot her name as well...
She had chosen to lie. Tisk had lied. She had done it knowing full well what she was doing.
She would wonder what other paths she may have taken. She had lied to herself. She had done it well enough that the lie had become truth, and that seemed to be the worst aspect of the entire thing. Because if a lie could become true simply by virtue of being a good enough lie, then what was the difference between truth and fiction.
But still... She had done it.
The question would forever remain if she could have told a different lie. Perhaps she could have told herself that it was possible to push off against the air itself. That might have been closer to the truth than the ridiculous notion that a hop and throw were interchangeable. It might have not caused those intangible things to come oh so close to breaking. Maybe then the cracks would not be there. Perhaps if she had been able to think of that in the moment, to emulate the very hawk she had been trying to catch, then Sir Ironpaw would have been able to well and truly fly. After all, sometimes hopping very fast felt like flying.  That might not have been very much of a lie at all.
Yes, she could have convinced herself that hoping was just a lesser form of flying, because it did seem like there was a truth to that. It would have been the nobler path, the honest path. It would have been the path of the good bunny. But she had been too weak, too stupid, and too slow to see it. Now that route was forever closed to her. She would never really know, because she had made hoping something that it was not.
Hoping was not throwing. Only now it was.
What she had done down in that pit of snakes... It had left her feeling unclean, even if she had done it to survive. But time and a bath had helped. Eventually she probably never would have thought much about it. But now... Now she was well and truly tainted.
And as she had those thoughts, between trying to take deep gulps of air that would not seem to fill her lungs no matter how fast she breathed she would curl up in a small ball trying to disappear. Because a truth would make itself evident. One that she could only see now that she had lied.
Tisk had been a liar all along. Tisk was decidedly NOT fine.
But those thoughts would not come until later. At the moment there was only the understanding and guilt over the fact that she had done something very, very wrong and violated something sacred to herself. And the worst part of it all was that there was no punishment. Her scheme worked as the magic then surged through Sir Ironpaw’s form. She got what she wanted.
He twisted one way in midair and then spun the other, executing her mental orders to perfection. His arm then shot off as he threw his sword —
No, not threw, hopped off of his sword with his hand. He hopped off of the sword. And as his grip left the handle the forces and counter forces were balanced, as they always must be. The force to propel Sir Ironpaw up had an even greater effect on the relatively lighter sword.
She was just barely aware of it blurring down to the ground and a tremendous booming crash as it made impact. For nearly as soon as she had processed it, Sir Ironpaw had completed his spin and was shooting towards the hawk with renewed speed, pushed upwards by the sword pushing away from him.
He had thrown — hopped — the sword to the ground. He had moped off of it. They were going to intersect in moments, and Tisk was worried for the boy’s safety. With those claws, the hawk could easily shred him before they reached.
[Thearthea]
The spell nearly failed. It pressed against those cracks again and caused more shifting. Her ability to communicate was predicated on the inviolability of words and their meanings. The word, the concept, “bunny” had a meaning that existed beyond her and whoever was listening. That was her understanding of words and thoughts and how her magic functioned.
Only, now she was no longer as certain of the meaning of words as she had once been. Her own understanding had always been questionable at best. She was just a simple tiny little bunny after all. A bad bunny who broke the rules, over and over again. But at least she had thought that there WAS something to understand. There was something solid for her to be wrong about and she could eventually arrive at the truth, or at least closer to it.
But she had pushed too hard and that solidity of truth had given way.
Now, doubt was filling every corner of her mind at the wrongness of her mop spell and that throw. That doubt almost caused her magic to fail. It almost broke her connection to Sir Ironpaw. That it did not was only because she did not have enough time in the moment to fully second guess herself.
But she needed the hawk to let go of the boy before impact. They were close enough now that Sir Ironpaw would be able to snatch him out of the air. There was much that she was uncertain of at the moment, but the one thing she did know was that she wanted this child to live. So she poured that and all of her earlier anger and rage into the mental communication.
The connection between her and the bird vibrated with a resonance that nearly caused all the cracks in her mind to shatter apart. The reserve energy in her collar completely emptied, rushing into the order.
“LET HIM GO.”
She did not know if the giant hawk understood her, or if she had simply startled it. Either way, it released the boy. Sir Ironpaw snatched him from the air, just as his other hand grasped the hawk’s neck.
There was a crack, and then all they were all falling to the ground. Sir Ironpaw released the dead bird to let it tumble on its own.
[Floft]
The spell worked, thankfully. But soft fluffiness was soft fluffiness. If there was one thing she could believe in and still understood, it was that. It came easily, too easily, as the magic flowed around Sir Ironpaw and the child. She had never done that before, but somehow she could not bring herself to care.
However, even with the magical cushioning, they impacted the ground with a resounding crash, and Tisk could hear the ground cracking beneath Sir Ironpaw’s feet.
Tisk noticed that it seemed like no one, bandits or villagers had moved in the seconds she had been airborne. In fact, it looked like one of the bandits had even dropped his weapon.
All most in a haze, Tisk was issuing orders to her closest comrade.
A small crater had formed at their impact site, and Sir Ironpaw deposited the child there. Hopefully, he would be safe. Then her friend strode over to where his sword was sticking out of the stony ground. Cracks crisscrossed outward from where it had impacted. Almost like a spiderweb.
No one was moving still. A few more of the bandits had dropped their weapons, and one was trembling on his knees.
Tisk had Sir Ironpaw look around until she spotted Roniner. She was still angry at him and the other villagers. If they had been upfront and honest, this entire situation would have never happened. But… they had been punished. The fire had spread and their homes were all ablaze now. Their homes were gone, which Tisk was beginning to think was indeed the standard punishment for rule-breaking. Anything that they once had was gone now. Even some of their friends and family had perished. They had already received their justice, and she realized that the anger felt hollow and drained.
The bandits, however. Perhaps they had been the agents of justice in this case, but that had only been incidental. They had been here killing and hurting people all because… They wanted stuff? That could hardly be right, but it seemed to be the case.
In times of hardship, when it was a matter of survival she knew creatures could fight over food. They would also fight for mates or to establish dominance or territory. That all seemed perfectly reasonable and in order. However, these bandits hardly seemed like they were starving. They were not trying to claim this place as their own. They were just destroying.
Why? Because they wanted coins? Well, Tisk wanted coins! There were dozens of things that she wanted to buy and she had hardly seen a fraction of the world. She was sure there were many more wondrous things that would cost even more coins. But she was not going around and killing people for the stupid pieces of metal.
They could go and hunt monsters if they wanted coins. Let them find wherever the pits all the basilisks were!
These bandits had destroyed and killed because of their greed. They had spilled the words of the dead villagers and put an end to their stories and truths forever. There was no fixing that and Tisk could not see any way in which they could make that right.
However, she was still new to this larger world.
Tisk racked her brain for the right words to ask the question that she needed to ask. It was important that she phrase it right, otherwise, the headsman might not understand. Once she had the words, she passed them along to Sir Ironpaw.
“Tell me, Roniner. In the King’s Law, what is the punishment for banditry? What should become of the Hawkwings?”




Chapter 17

Lastford

The answer had surprised Tisk, but only because she had been expecting something longer or more nuanced. The thought had occurred to her that Roniner could have been lying, but as he had stuttered out his one-word answer, she thought he had been just as afraid of her as the bandits.
No, what had really surprised Tisk was what happened after she had received her answer. Perhaps it was her fault for spending too much time fighting minotaurs, snake-worms and giant spiders. But...
Humans died so easily!.
She had not wanted to be the dispenser of justice in this case or to put an end to their words. But their words had been wrong, and she was confident that her actions were in the right. Besides, the bandits had not left her much choice.
After Roniner’s pronouncement, a group of them had charged on horseback, weapons raised. Some had swords, a few had axes. One even had a spear. It did not matter. Sir Ironpaw cut them down with ease. At one point an arrow had actually made it through one of the slits in his visor nearly hitting Tisk inside. That had been a bit scary. However, it seemed like the bandits had been even more scared when they saw that an arrow to the face seemed to have no effect on their foe.
Some of them tried to flee, and when Sir Ironpaw bounded after them, propelled by well-timed mop-sirs, everyone learned that Sir Ironpaw could apparently outpace a horse. Then those fleeing bandits tried to fight. Then they died.
Their leader put up a bit more resistance. He had snarled something about progression and being more capable than the other bandits. But as Sir Ironpaw brought his hand down in an overhead swing Tisk made a decision. Throw, hop, swing what did it all matter. If two were the same, why not all. It was all just movement.
Who cared about the difference? Apparently not these villagers who lied so easily. Certainly not the bandits who ended the words of others for such a stupid reason. And apparently, not even Tisk herself who had lied just to save some nameless child.
With the magical force of a corrupted mop-sir behind it, Sir Ironpaw’s sword snapped the blocking weapon in twain and cleaved the bandit leader in half. In the end, he had died like the rest of them.
Humans died so easily, progression or no.
Once she was done with the bandits she could see that the villagers were all cowering in a huddle. She heard one of them moan out a whisper, “Justicar.” Even with her inexperience at interacting with people, she could see their terror. Clearly, they remembered what she had said about her anger. But honestly, by that point even had they not already been punished Tisk was finding it hard to care anymore.
Her earlier actions were beginning to catch up to her in their fullness, and she just wanted to be done with all of this. She just wanted to be able to breathe again.
So she had left them with a simple message, “Don’t lie to people,” and then she left.
Tisk almost stopped at the edge of town when she saw something strange.
There had been a cloaked figure, one she had not noticed before. The figure was familiar, and Tisk briefly remembered the snake-worm cave. The man, or perhaps woman, was standing over one of the dead bodies, taking… something from it. The figure might have been an ordinary person... Only he had no eyes. It was not that the eyes were missing, but rather it was as if they had never been. Behind him, or her, sat the largest dog she had ever seen. It towered over him and was even larger than Sir Ironpaw.
No one seemed to notice this person going from body to body making their collections.
Looking at the person and their dog, Tisk felt… she was not sure what exactly. But when she blinked they was gone, and so was the feeling. And with his disappearance, she was keenly aware again of the strange absence she had felt ever since her dungeon had died.
Tisk did not know what to make of it, and she had Sir Ironpaw stand there for at least a minute looking for any sign of whoever it had been. In the end, Tisk was forced to wonder if she had seen them at all. She had lied to herself, so perhaps now her eyes were seeing fit to lie. Maybe she had broken something fundamental in her brain.
But seeing as there was no trace of figure or dog, and there was nothing else holding her in the village, they finally left.
It was a few hours after leaving — or maybe it was more or less, Tisk still had no watch — that it occurred to her that if Roniner had lied about one thing, he could have lied about more. She thought she was now headed in the right direction to reach Lastford. But maybe that had been a fabrication as well.
Only, she could not see why he would have lied about that. She at least understood why he had lied about the basilisks. He had been scared and desperate. It still did not forgive his actions. Even if lives had been at stake he never should have done it… but of course, when push came to shove she had essentially done the same thing to save that boy.
Still, one person breaking a rule did not make it okay for others to break the rules. And lying, she was sure, still sure despite everything else, had to be against some sort of rule. Perhaps not a dungeon rule, but at the very least something deeper and more important.
But still, she could understand the lie about the mines. It seemed just a tad bit easier to sympathize about a lie like that, even if it was still inexcusable. But lying about the direction of Lastford? No, there would be no reason for that…
Unless she was going to stumble upon a nest of monster road-spiders soon.
If that happened she would crush those monsters when she came across them. In the meantime, they would continue down this road until they either reached Lastford or found out they were going the wrong way.
Only… they were going a bit slower than they had been. In fact, they had come to a complete stop.
With a frustrated honk, Tisk realized that her mental link to Sir Ironpaw had collapsed once again. After so much time it had finally started to become like second nature. The lag between thinking something and sending it on its way to Sir Ironpaw had been growing smaller with each day.
Now, however, if she took her attention off of the spell for too long it was simply dissolving. None of her magic seemed as reliable as it had once been other than floft. Because if she could not trust herself, how could she trust her magic?
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The mental construct finally fell into place on the third casting and as magic began to flow over the bridge again, she could feel Sir Ironpaw begin moving once more.
Closing her eyes she tried to imagine that inner place where her magic came from. But while she could hear the sound of the power flowing, it was dark and there was little light. Despite that, she could feel the cracks. The ground that held her pool of power was fractured. She did not think that there was anything physically wrong with her. But she had damaged her understanding of the world, and that could not help but be reflected here in her imagination.
Once it had been a place of light. Perhaps she might have imagined pretty trees growing out of the ground around the pool, and a field in the distance where bunnies could hop. Now the trees were dead, their leaves and flowers gone. The pool was tainted with the bodies that floated in it and a cold wind blew across the empty field.
Perhaps it was not just her imagination. She had always wondered at that.
While she was glad that she had met Sir Ironpaw, part of Tisk could not help but look back at her time in the dungeon wistfully. Things had been so much simpler back then. They had been so much more right.
She had been created to be a dungeon bunny, not whatever she was now.
Their journey was slow, stopping and starting. The bridge could not handle as great as a flow as it could before, at least not without Tisk focusing, and so even when they were moving it was slower than before.
But they passed through a hamlet where Tisk was able to confirm, “Yes, if they followed this road and took a left once it joined with the King’s Road, they would reach Lastford. It was not that far away.”
Tisk doubted they were working with that villain, Roniner.
It took nearly a week to cross a distance that Tisk thought they should have been able to cross in only a day or two if they had been making proper time. However, some of the times that Sir Ironpaw wound down, Tisk declined to immediately reestablish the spell, choosing instead to just brood. It was not fair to Sir Ironpaw, she knew, but it was hard to build up the proper motivation.
But something kept her going. Perhaps it was the thought that she had friends who she would be meeting in Lastford. Perhaps it was the possibility that she might somehow find answers, or hopefully some form of redemption. Maybe it was just that doing something was better than doing nothing. Tisk pushed onwards.
It could have also been that “Meet up with her friends” was still number two on that list she made all the way back in Serpent’s Pass. If it was on the list, she needed to do it, otherwise what was the point of a list.
Lastford was more impressive than Serpent's Pass. Clearly, the town had been here longer and was more established. She also thought she understood the name. It was built on a large river, and it seemed like it was an ideal location to cross.
The river was fascinating, even through Tisk’s funk. All of that water was flowing somewhere and came from somewhere else. She had not thought too much of the waterfalls back in the dungeon. Anything strange in the world was easily enough answered with “The dungeon did it.” But this river? This river was somehow a natural phenomenon.
Water always flowed downhill, or so it seemed to Tisk. This river did not seem to be an exception to that apparent rule. But then the question of how the water got uphill in the first place arose. Did people carry it there with buckets? It would be a massive undertaking.
Fascinating, simply fascinating.
Near the entrance of Lastford she passed a dwarven Conclave. At least, that was what she assumed it was, as it was identical to the one that had been under construction in Serpent’s Pass. Only this one was complete. So not identical, she supposed. People would occasionally run in and out of it with pieces of paper gripped in their hands. However, they were in the minority. For the most part, it was simply dwarves coming and going at a leisurely pace.
Standing outside of it, she could feel the massive clock ticking each second as the vibrations traveled through the ground. It was... Soothing. At first, she was worried it might put pressure on those ethereal cracks that now ran through truth, she realized that such a thought was silly. The orderly regular sound was peaceful. It was something that could be relied on.
As they left, Tisk had Sir Ironpaw turn his head so she could glance back at it. There was still something comforting about Conclave, or rather, about the ticking. There was a reassuring steadiness to it, and she thought she at least partially understood why the dwarves would build such a thing.
She really needed a watch of her own.
Tisk wanted to check out all of the stores. Surely a larger town would have even more interesting things to buy than Serpent's Pass. At the very least she could restock on jellies. However, she had failed to collect even a single basilisk part during her travels. Surely she was a failure of an adventurer. No, she couldn’t even call herself a failed adventurer. They went on proper adventures, even if they failed, hunting proper monsters, not nasty spiders and worm-snake things and dealing with bandits who broke the rules.
She was just a bad bunny in a magically animated suit of armor.
In the end, though, the important thing was that her money pouch was limited. So far she had not had much in the way of expenses after leaving Serpent’s Pass, but she had also spent most of that time in the wilderness. Now that she was reaching what appeared to be a more civilized land, she needed to be ready to dip into her pouch a bit more.
At the very least it would be a good idea to keep her spending to a minimum until she met up with her friends. It only took a little bit of questioning strangers to find her way to the inn that they had discussed meeting up at. The group, minus Garret, had all been there before and had told her the innkeeper was something of a friend. She wondered if they had all arrived yet. She hoped that she had beaten them. It would give her some time to get all of her thoughts collected.
The inn was off of the town’s main plaza. The town was apparently large enough to have a plaza. Tisk was stopped momentarily by the statue in the center of the open area. It was of an eyeless figure on top of a large ferocious dog. The name came to her when she thought back to the village and the small shrine she had passed.
The Rider.
She was not really sure where she pulled the name from. She had obviously heard it somewhere along with the description. She was only just not putting it all together. However, usually, she could trace all of that back to the original sources better. Her memory used to be better. Now she got lost whenever she reached one of those cracks, like a gaping canyon in thought.
The statue was large, at the very least it was larger than the person had been in person, assuming Tisk had not just been going crazy. Though, she did think that the dog was proportionally smaller. The dog had towered over The Rider.
She really wanted to ask someone about who The Rider was. Obviously, they had been someone important. Tisk had heard a rider mentioned back in the dungeon, often when adventurers were wounded or before they were going down deeper. There had never been enough context to really understand what it was about, and until this moment, she had not realized it had been a rider with a hard R.
At the base of the statue, there were a few sticks of incense burning. Tisk saw what looked to be a picture of a human near some of the sticks. She also noticed a group of people kneeling in front of the statue crying as they lit additional sticks.
There was definitely something she did not understand, and staring at the statue was starting to make her uncomfortable.
They moved across the plaza to the inn. It was nicer than the inn back in Serpent's Pass, nice enough that she had Sir Ironpaw stop so that they could admire everything.
On one of the walls was a rug, which to Tisk was strange. If she understood rugs, she thought that their purpose was to be on the floor. But as she looked at the colorful patterns, predominantly green, but with browns and blues and greys, she realized that perhaps it had been placed on the wall to serve a functional purpose.
Tisk was looking, for the first time in her life, at a map.
She could not help but have Sir Ironpaw get closer.
Adventurers had talked about maps before, of course. Even if she had never seen one before, she had heard of them. If someone in Serpent's Pass had mentioned maps and jogged her memory she might have searched one out before she left. In concept, they seemed like very nifty things to have.
This particular map was… woven Tisk supposed the word was. It was woven into the form of a rug. Bits of colored fabric made mountains and rivers.
Some no small amount of guessing was required to interpret the map. Things were labeled with black fabric that formed what she thought were words in elegant loops and swirls. And while they were actually large enough that she could see them, even with her eyesight, she still did not know how to read.
But she saw a point where two mountain ranges came together. A town seemed to be located there, and next to it was a stylized snake. Despite the artistic licenses, it was clearly a snake. That must have been Serpent's Pass. Based on that educated guess, her eyes traced the road south. Eventually, it reached a large river, and a town that straddled it. Lastford, she assumed.
Looking at the mountains, Tisk could not help but frown. They did indeed turn. They were not parallel at all, as she had first assumed. Instead, it seemed as if they had almost meandered. Tisk hoped whoever had placed them like that had a good reason for it.
She thought she could guess where the mining village had been, even though it did not seem like it was marked on the map in any way or form.
Far at the edge, Tisk could see the start of what might have been the Vari.
All in all, the map was fascinating. Even though Tisk could not read the names of the various locations, she committed them to memory. Hopefully knowing what the words for “Lastford” and “Serpent's Pass” looked like would help her at some point in the future.
She wanted to spend more time with the map later. A visual representation of an idea was fascinating, though she supposed that was not too far from what writing was. She had seen pictures and signs before, but this held so much more information.
Tisk wondered if there was a way to look down on the world from the vantage point depicted by the map. Perhaps she could mop really high. The word “really” was probably insufficient. But if she did, would she then be able to see the world like that. She was almost certain some of that was just labels, but maybe they really were aspects of the landscape.
“Sir Traskalon Ironpaw?”
A voice called out to Tisk from behind, and she wished there was a visor in the back of Sir Ironpaw’s helmet. While she was expecting to run into people that she knew, this particular voice was unfamiliar. And while Tisk had difficulty distinguishing the faces of various people, voices were all very distinct to her. The rich ways some people almost played with ‘s’ sounds and the curt way others truncated their ‘t’s. There were thousands of tiny little variations, and that was even before she got to their pitch and timbres.
In the end, each and every voice was unique, even if some stood out less than others. Ultimately, voices were things filled with words, and so she knew voices. Even if she perhaps no longer quite understood words as she once had.
This was a voice she did not know. It was the voice of a stranger. When Sir Ironpaw turned around after that agonizing stretch of curiosity, Tisk saw an aproned woman holding a washcloth. Oddly enough, Tisk thought the woman looked as surprised as Tisk.
“Yes, I am Sir Traskalon Ironpaw. I do not believe we have met. How can I help you?”
“The name is Wren. Emily and Frevir asked me to keep an eye out for you. They were right. With that armor, you stand out like a sore thumb. Honestly, I did not think you were going to show up. Hells. I owe Emily three little kings now.”
There were many questions that Tisk wanted to ask. However since there did not seem to be any danger or any truly obvious time limit, she decided to lead with what was most pressing in her mind at that moment.
“ Little Kings? What are those?”
“Drats, forgot they said you’re a foreigner. You know the local currency, yeah?” Without waiting for Tisk, or rather Sir Ironpaw to nod in response, the woman continued, “Sometimes we call copper kings little kings. Gold kings get called big kings, sometimes good kings.”
Sensible, Tisk thought. Copper kings were worth the least currency after all, and sometimes things had multiple names depending on the context and the specific situation.
“What about silver? Are they medium kings?” It seemed obvious enough to Tisk, but it never hurt to ask and confirm her own conclusions. There was always a chance they used some other word to indicate the “inbetweenness” of the silver coins. Perhaps “average kings” might be used instead.
However, Wren shrugged her shoulders. “Not really a special name for ‘em. They’re just kings. Never really thought about it too much. Suppose that it might be because they’re the most common of the three for smaller merchants like myself, in my experience.”
Tisk could only blink in confusion at Wren’s non-answer, and once it sunk in something else sunk into her. An inarticulate rage flooded through her. This one was truly without words to describe its scope or depth.
Why would the naming scheme make so little sense? Little, Medium, Big! That would make sense. Not, little, shoulder-shrug-whatever, big! But her anger was an impotent one. There was no foe to slay that would make it better. Even Wren was only delivering her this information. As quickly as the anger came it began to fade.
She just felt more drained before and she wondered if the cracks had grown wider. Maybe if they got large enough all of her magic would spill down through them.
Tisk had noticed weird irregularities in language before. There were words and phrases that broke the rules that everything else followed. She had always written the incongruities off as a byproduct of her own ignorance…
Now she could feel those cracks. They were fault lines that should not have been able to exist. If words were truly the inviolable ideals that she held them to be those hard disparate points where they no longer fully lined up ought not to be able to exist. But they did. Just like a bunny should not have been able to break a rule and leave the dungeon. Tisk had left the dungeon.
Suddenly she felt very alone and wanted to find her friends as soon as possible.
“That is very interesting, thank you. If you know Emily and Frevir and they told you about me, does that mean they are around somewhere?”
Wren quirked an eyebrow and leaned back as she responded. “They left nearly two weeks ago and were surprised you were not here yet, given how they had gotten held up. Emily hoped you were still coming and gave me your description, asking me to keep an eye out for you. After so much time I figured you had either gotten yourself killed, or just weren’t coming.”
Tisk felt her heart sink. TWO weeks ago? How was she so late? Yes she had been a bit slow coming here from the mining village, what with the problem she was having with her magic and all. Tisk supposed she had also spent a few days in the village and sleeping in the mine. Then of course there was the time spent in the snake-worm tunnels.
And she had spent some time in the mountains living in her makeshift shelters. And there were some days spent practicing her magic, or just wandering. Plus there was the time she spent in the bunny field.
She had not been keeping a tally. But as she traced back her memory and added the days up she was forced to deal with the uncomfortable fact that this Wren woman was probably not lying to her or otherwise mistaken. Tisk had spent far longer than she realized on what should have been a one-week trip.
Part of her wanted to defend herself. She was just a simple bunny. This had been the first time in her life that it had been important to keep track of the days. It was not like she had been setting that many appointments up back in the dungeon. Even the idea of precision timekeeping was still relatively new to her.
Really it was the others’ fault for expecting a bunny to be able to arrive on time. Only, they did not know that she was a bunny. They did not know her at all. They only knew Sir Ironpaw, and even him they barely knew.
No… Tisk was the one at fault here. Again. She could not blame others. There were excuses for bits and parts of her delay. It had not been like she had asked the worm-snake to attack! And while each individual rest and stop had seemed worthwhile and justifiable in of itself, as a whole a different picture was painted.
Perhaps she was not responsible for each little piece, but there was no one at fault for the sum total but herself. Which was a shame, because she thought that Wren might have been silently judging her. That was fair enough, except it was not her that Wren was looking at. Sir Ironpaw did not deserve any of the blame.
She would need to do better in the future. Before even buying a watch, Tisk would find out if there was a similar way to keep track of the passing of days. Perhaps she would even resort to scratching lines into the side of the lining of Sir Ironpaw’s helmet using her claw. Tisk could create a line for each day that passed. If she thought about it, the idea was not that much different than the concept of writing.
And as she contemplated her tardiness and the potential consequences of it, the least of them being the unintentional sign of disrespect and disregard towards her friends. Tisk knew that she would need to come up with some system to track the days and what she would do during them.
Because even then she was doing a mental experiment. “If I move fast I can catch up to them in a week,” was the hopeful premise. However, as she thought to herself playing out that scenario, her imagination filled the intervening time with all sorts of things.
Shopping for watches and jellies. Finally finding basilisks. Practicing with her magic in order to try and smooth out the cracks. And when Tisk looked back at the mental list of things that she was going to be doing, she realized that they would fill up far more than a week. Pluss, one glaring task had ended up absent from the list: actually catching up to her friends!
Self-reflection is important, Tisk thought to herself. It was important to acknowledge one’s faults so that they could improve, and Tisk had apparently discovered one of hers.
Apologize for our late arrival.
Sir Ironpaw said nothing.
If you could please apologize for our late arrival.
When her friend still did not say anything Tisk sighed as she realized the problem.
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“I apologize for my late arrival. Things came up on the road, but the fault is mine. Do you know where they happened to go. I know the plan was to head to the Illidos Dungeon Complex, but I fear that still leaves a large area to search.”
Tisk thought of the map now behind Sir Ironpaw and the large area that she suspected was the dungeon complex. Even though she liked to think that things would turn out for the best, she was doubtful about her ability to track them down with so much space to search.
Wren just laughed. “Apparently you knights are all the same, even when from far away. No need to apologize. They know as well as anyone that things come up when adventuring, and I’m sure they won’t hold it against you. Plus it was no skin off my hands. Don’t you worry about finding them either.”
“I don’t need to worry?”
“Nah. As I said, I owe Emily three little kings. Even though I didn’t think you were going to show, she figured you would get here eventually. When they left, they did not know where they were going to be staying in Illidos, but they told me that once they settled on an inn they would leave a message for you at the central Conclave there. After you arrive, just tell the little fellers who you are, and they’ll point you towards their inn.”
Some of the tension eased out of Tisk. That sounded far simpler than she had feared. She liked the dwarves. Something about their way of approaching things put her at ease, even if they were sometimes hard to understand. If the others had entrusted a Conclave with a message, she was sure that it would be there waiting for her.
Sir Ironpaw nodded his head at Tisk’s instruction before responding. “That is good to hear. Thank you for the information. Do you know where I might find the innkeeper? I suppose I should rest before heading off to the Illidos Dungeon Complex.”
As much as Tisk wanted to head off right that instant, since her magic had been on the fritz, it had been far less efficient. She was more tired than she would like to admit. And while she was determined to be a better steward of her days, she also knew that a single night’s rest would not make a significant difference in her current journey. She just needed to be careful about how many “single nights” there were.
Wren laughed again. “The innkeeper? You’re looking at her. Don’t worry about the room. I owe Emily and Frevir a lot, and from what I hear, they owe you. Think of it as just me paying off my bet. But before I show you the way, I want to introduce you to someone. You were planning on heading out tomorrow, no?”
Once again, she did not even wait for Sir Ironpaw to respond before acting. With a swirl of her apron, she was marching off towards a table in the corner.
“This here is Mr. Tumlwood. Probably one of the cheapest merchants you’ll ever meet, but a good sort. Mr. Tumlwood, this here is Sir Traskalon Ironpaw, a friend of a friend and fierce and mighty fighter if I’ve heard correctly.”
Tisk looked at the slightly pudgy man sitting and eating at a table, glad that he could not see her and that she had the privacy of Sir Ironpaw’s helmet. What was one supposed to say after such an introduction? While she liked meeting new people as much as the next bunny, Tisk still did not know what Wren was about and thought that the entire thing was terribly awkward.
Luckily the merchant smiled, stood up, and reached out a hand in greeting. Tisk knew how to respond to that, and felt a bit of relief. Then she remembered that while she knew the appropriate response, Sir Ironpaw needed her mental prompting.
“It is a pleasure to meet you Mr. Tumlwood.”
“The pleasure is mine Sir Ironpaw. Wren, I assume you are up to something with this introduction.”
“I might be. See, let me explain something to you Sir Ironpaw. Mr. Tumlwood is, as I said, about as cheap as they come. Never try to sell something to him. He doesn’t even hire any guards.”
“I only have a single wagon. Hardly worth the effort for any self-respecting bandits.”
“True, true enough. But he also travels the road between here and Illidos, and bandits are not the only thing to worry about along that route. It’s patrolled, that’s true as well, but I still worry about good old Mr. Tumlwood.”
Tisk had Sir Ironpaw nod his head. She did not know exactly what dangers there might be, but she thought about what she faced in the mountains. And even if bandits were the only concern, she could understand why Wren might be worried. The scoundrels might not pose much of a challenge to Sir Ironpaw, but looking at the short merchant, Tisk could easily see how they would be a problem for him.
For once, actually waiting for Sir Ironpaw’s acknowledgment, Wren continued. “And Mr. Tumlwood, Sir Ironpaw here is not from around these parts. He is hoping to meet up with some mutual friends in Illidos, but has never traveled the road before from what I understand.”
The merchant smiled and Tisk got the impression that he understood some purpose of the conversation that Tisk still did not.
“Well, Sir Ironpaw. I can’t offer to pay you, but if you wish to accompany me, I would be glad to show you the way to the great city of Illidos.”
Tisk’s brow rose in realization.
“That sounds perfect. I don’t require any payment. It would be very helpful to have someone show me the way. When do you leave?”
“I was planning on departing at daybreak tomorrow. The roads are well established, so as long as we make a good pace, we can be within the dungeon’s territory in only two days, and it will only be four more after that to reach the dungeon proper and the city of Illidos. Do you have everything you would need for a week's travel?”
Tisk had Sir Ironpaw nod his head. While there was plenty of shopping that she would like to do, none of it was critical… Except for perhaps the watch. But she had survived this long without one, she could handle a bit longer. If she was a normal person, perhaps she would need to buy food, but as long as there was grass Tisk would be fine. She just needed to make sure to fill her waterskin.
Wren excused herself, telling Tisk to come and find her when she was ready to turn in for the night. She exchanged a few more pleasantries with Mr. Tumlwood. “Yes,” Sir Ironpaw was not from the area. “Yes,” they had dealt with bandits before. “No,” she had never been to Illidos.
By the time that Tisk was turning into her room later that evening, she was a bit shocked at how little she had learned about the merchant in their conversation considering how much he had learned about her. There was not even all that much to learn about her history in the first place, assuming the whole fact that she was secretly a bunny riding around inside her friend, a magical suit of armor, was off the table.
Her bedroom was, at first glance, the nicest of the rooms she had stayed in. Certainly, it was far nicer than the makeshift room of stone she had crafted out in the mountain, but it surpassed even the inn room in Serpent's Pass.
That was, it was the nicest until one began to investigate too closely.
The mattress in Wren’s inn was far inferior to that of Serpent’s Pass. While the first mattress she had ever slept on had been filled with a plentiful amount of dried straw, even if it was a bit bland when it came to taste, her current mattress was a clear disappointment.
Instead of straw or grass or any other type of proper night snack, as she was fairly sure was the purpose of a mattress, it was instead filled with feathers. Tisk knew that the diets of people differed somewhat from her own, but surely they did not eat plain feathers without anything else added to the meal.
She rooted around in the mattress for a while, kicking the feathers aside. She had hoped that there might be something better underneath. After all, maybe they were serving as some sort of strange garnish that she did not understand. Or perhaps feathers acted as a preservative and protected the food underneath.
In the end, she reached the cloth at the bottom of the mattress and there were still only feathers. Terribly disappointing. She was meeting with Mr. Tumlwood first thing in the morning outside of the inn before the sun fully rose, but if she saw Wren, Tisk was going to be sure to say something.
Considering the otherwise sterling quality of the inn, it was a severe black mark against it.
Perhaps the woman did not know that mattresses could be filled with straw. It would explain why such a nice-looking inn room would be so deficient. Why would Wren have bought the mattress though, Tisk had no idea. But, Wren would likely thank her for the advice.
However, Tisk did have to give the feather mattress one thing. It was much softer than straw.
Dirt was dirt. One could sleep in a bed of loose dirt, but there was a limit to how soft that could get. And even in the best case scenario, it would be all gritty. She had never slept in straw until Serpent's pass, but it had been softer than loose dirt. But while dirt could be gritty, straw could be pokey. If you shifted wrong, the ends had jabbed her. Not every stalk was stiff, but in a bunch, some inevitably would be.
Grass… loose grass made an excellent place to lie down. If it was fresh, there would just be a delightful smell. It did have the slight drawback, however, of being a tad too delightful. Sometimes it was hard to resist eating her sleeping spot when it was made of grass, and she would awake on dirt or whatever else had been beneath the grass.
The feathers did not have that problem. Tisk suspected that she would never eat them in her sleep. They did suffer from the poking deficiency that straw could have. The end of the feather, the part she thought attached to the bird, could sometimes be a bit sharp. But they were certainly soft.
They were soft enough that she might have Sir Ironpaw put some in his helmet in the morning. She would not mind curling up in a pile of feathers as they were on the move. Soft and comfortable.
But the question was, were they softer than bunny fluff?
That was her internal debate as she drifted off into sleep.
In the morning, Tisk, unfortunately, did not get a chance to discuss the mattress situation with Wren. The woman was there to see them off, but another patron had required her attention before Tisk could bring up the issue with her.
It was a shame. Wren was a nice enough person but must have zero sense as an innkeeper. Hopefully, Tisk would have a chance to come back to Lastford at some point in the future and she would be able to offer her wise advice then. However, at the moment it was more important that she make it to Illidos and find her friends. They would then be able to help her become a real adventurer.
That part of her plans would obviously be made a little harder by the fact that they were under the mistaken impression that she was, in fact, already an adventurer, even if new to the trade. However, she knew that they were training or teaching Garret, so Tisk would just need to make sure and pay attention to everything that they told him and she would learn as well.
Traveling with Mr. Tumlwood was nice enough. Tisk understood though why Wren had called him cheap. She had no idea how he was with coin, but when it came to words he had plenty of pleasant enough sounding ones to say. However, when it came to their substance, they were indeed cheap.
The man divulged little of himself, and somehow always managed to turn things back around to Tisk. Which was more than a little bit of a problem since she did not know how to respond to his probing inquiries half the time. He just kept prying.
“So Wren told me that you’re beastkin? We don’t get many of your type out here.”
Tisk had no idea what a “beastkin” was or why Wren thought that. Perhaps it was something her friends had said. From the context, beastkin sounded like it was something like “dwarf,” “elf,” or human. But she had only ever seen those three races. Never a beastkin. Unless a beastkin looked like one of those other three and were distinguished by some trait she did not know about.
But Tumlwood seemed to imply that they were not common, so maybe she really had not seen one before. Then Tisk remembered her conversation with her friends back in Serpent's Pass. They had mentioned beastkin and the East.
Tisk thought on it a bit more. She was a bunny, a bunny was a beast. So she supposed that she was technically a beastkin. Or would it be better to call herself a creaturekin because she was a dungeon creature?
Wait?
Was she a dungeon monster? She did not think so. But she really was still not sure of the distinction between a monster and a creature. Tisk knew monsters when she saw them, or at least she thought she did. But she had never really seen herself properly. And how did animal and beast mix into all of that?
No, no, no. She was no monster. A creature certainly, and a beast most likely, but no monster.
“Yes. I’m a beastkin.”
Technically she thought she was answering for herself instead of Sir Ironpaw, but the lines got blurred sometimes. She had no idea what anyone would call what Sir Ironpaw was.
Tisk felt that the answer was safe enough. Everyone seemed to think it was true, and she could find no obvious fault in it. She wondered then if the existence of these “kin” meant that there were other bunnies like her. This entire time she had been operating under the expectation that people would react badly to knowing that there was a bunny behind the words and actions of Sir Ironpaw. However, perhaps it was something that was perfectly normal in other parts of the world.
She wondered if she hopped out of the helmet if the response would simply be, “Neat, I’ve never been out East and met one of your kind before.”
Tisk almost did it there and then. In fact, if the spider web netting was still not over the interior of the visor, she might have. But in the time it took her to begin to work her way around it she thought better.
She remembered her first encounter with the people she now considered her friends. As a person in a suit of armor, they were kind and genial. As a bunny hopping around on the ground, they had wanted to catch her. Perhaps that was in part to her being in a dungeon, but she still feared a similar response here. Besides, she still remembered that rabbit-stew.
It had taken her a few days to realize what that had really been about.
So instead Tisk did nothing as Mr. Tumlwood looked Sir Ironpaw up and down before he snorted.
“Don’t know why I bothered to ask. Only you lionfolk come as big as you do. Dead give away, it is. Suppose it comes in handy as an adventure, a bit of a competitive edge that strength.”
Tisk really was not sure how to respond to that, but Sir Ironpaw’s strength was helpful and so she had him nod.
As they went Tisk would occasionally ride on Mr. Tumlwoods wagon when she felt her connection to Sir Ironpaw fraying. The wood would groan under the weight and the merchant would shoot Sir Ironpaw a look, but nothing ever came of it. She really needed to fix her magic but had no idea how to go about it. Probably her trust would never heal right.
They passed by a village with wooden walls. Tisk had never seen walls around an entire settlement before and wanted to ask about it, but never figured out a proper way to ask her questions. Instead, she just swallowed her curiosity.
When they slept, she had Sir Ironpaw lay on the ground and declined the opportunity to remove her armor. She needed to be “prepared” in the event of an attack. It was true enough, even if there were additional reasons for her reluctance.
As Mr. Tumlwood set up his own sleeping arrangements and took care of his mule, Tisk took the opportunity to have Sir Ironpaw shovel some more grass into his helmet for her to eat throughout the next day, and also got a drink of water.
It occurred to Tisk, as she was falling asleep that night, that she had never spent as much time in close proximity to another person, living or dead, as she had Mr. Tumlwood. They had only completed the first day of their journey.
While the opportunity for making a new friend should have been one that filled her with joy and excitement, the fact of the matter was that she felt anything but that as she imagined the rest of their trip to Illidos. Unfortunately, she had to admit to herself that talking with the man was distinctly uncomfortable.
It was not that she thought he was a bad person or even too much of her fear that he could possibly eat her. Honestly, with just the two of them on the road, Tisk thought she could defend herself from the merchant, even without Sir Ironpaw’s assistance. He did not seem like much of a fighter.
And she still remembered how easily those bandits had died. It would just take a single mop to drive a bit of her sharpened wood into his neck.
Granted, they had passed other travelers on the road, to which he could always shout “There is a bunny here. Come help me eat her,” or whatever he would yell upon discovering her true identity. But hours, or at least she thought they were hours, could pass between seeing any two groups of travelers.
Unfortunately, Mr. Tumlewood did not have a watch either. When she had asked, he had simply responded “Why would I need one of those? A lot of silver to tell you something you can see just by looking at the sun.”
Tisk had kept her disagreement to herself. While she normally made it a policy to hold the opinions of people in high regard, it seemed to her that Mr. Tumlewood did not know what he was talking about when it came to this matter. She did not know what the sun had to do with it, but the usefulness of a watch was immediately evident to her, and the fact that all the dwarven people seemed to have one, to Tisk, was all that she needed to know.
But the long and short of it was that Tisk was not afraid of the man. She just found it difficult to speak with him. She wondered how much of it was Mr. Tumlewood’s fault and if any of it could be blamed on her own inner turmoil that she was still grappling with. The number of things she had been concerned with had only grown exponentially since Serpent's Pass.
Then there was the bigger concern that she might feel this way after spending a full day with anyone. If so, it would make traveling with her friends a painful experience.
It was all just so awkward.
Mr. Tumlewood seemed as content to while away miles in silence as he was to probe her with questions. But the silence was its own bizarre form of torture. They both had plenty of words and ideas, or at least she assumed that the merchant had ideas. He had shared very little of that sort of thing so far. However, it seemed to her with the time presented to them, they ought to be talking and bonding.
But she just had no idea what to say. At one point she had failed to start up a conversation by mentioning how nice the weather was. Mr. Tumlewood had said something she did not understand about hopefully there being a good harvest, and then that was it. No more conversation.
She just felt very off balance.
On the second day, Mr. Tumlewood pointed to the distance and let out a happy shout. “We ARE making good time. I didn’t expect us to reach the boundary until close to supper.”
Tisk looked, and after a bit noticed what her companion had seen.
Stone markers dotted the landscape in a line. They were similar to the markers that had been along the road outside of Serpent's Pass, only these were much much larger. Each one, she thought, was taller than Wren’s inn, though perhaps only just.
Back in Serpent’s Pass, she had only noticed the two along the roadside, here in open terrain she saw they formed a long line stretching East and West. Tisk correlated this to the map she had seen back in the inn.
Apparently, they had reached the Illidos Dungeon, or at least the lands belonging to it. And it was a lot of land.
As they got closer, Tisk could not help but stare at the stone markers. She wondered if they were the work of man or the dungeon. Either way, they were impressive.
Mr. Tumlewood must have noticed Sir Ironwood craning his helmet upwards, because he laughed.
“It’s something to see for the first time. Just wait until we get to the dungeon proper. They say that it is the largest dungeon in the world. I don’t know if that is true, but I also have never heard of another dungeon that comes close to rivaling it in size. If you keep heading south, other dungeon territory buts up against it all the way down through the empire. Makes a big stretch of land where people don’t bother with worshiping The Rider much.”
Tisk turned her head to look at the merchant. She was about to ask what the Rider figure had to do with dungeons, even if it risked exposing her ignorance. Her curiosity was just too much.
But then Sir Ironpaw stepped between two of the giant stone markers flanking the road.
Suddenly she heard a voice. Only it was not a voice and it was not with her ears. It was familiar and ached of home, but it was so much older than what she remembered. And it was filled with rebuke and the hint of warning.
Dungeon Creature, you are Out-Of-Bounds. Return to your designated dungeon immediately.
The weight of a new rule, the authority of law, crashed down upon Tisk, and all of her many thoughts stopped. It was all Tisk could do not to shatter.




Afterword

Tisk's adventures will continue. 
I hope you all enjoyed this second installment in her story. The hardest thing about Tisk since the beginning has been that she has so many possibilities, and with each word that I write, some of them have to go away. Hopefully, I picked the best ones to keep.
For an exclusive short story about the history of one of Tisk’s new friends, join my mailing list on my website
www.RichardJHansen.com
On my site you can also find more information about the progress of the next book, book recommendations, and other things written by Richard J Hansen.
If you want more great fiction inspired by video games, check out the litRPG subreddit. There are other places to look, but that’s a great one.
Thank you for reading, and please rate and review. I would love to hear your thoughts.
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