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Chapter 1

A Good Bunny

She was a bunny, and she mainly did what all bunnies did. Namely, she took in raw energy and processed it into a more refined form of essence. Though, being a bunny, she understood this in only the most abstract and distant of ways. To her, it was a bunny’s job to eat plants and go about her bunny business.
Of course, she couldn’t eat just any plant, there were rules about that sort of thing after all. For example, those blue striped flowers that glowed in the moonlight looked and smelled oh-so-delicious near the cave’s entrance were off limits. They were not at all like the grass and lichen that composed most of her diet. Not that those were bad, mind you. In fact, grass could be quite delectable. She liked to consider herself something of a connoisseur when it came to the different types of plants on the menu.
At least she was as far as what was available in the cave was concerned. It was not as if she could even consider eating the outside plants. Obviously, she could not think of eating those blue flowers either. It was against the rules, after all.
But if the grass she usually ate was a good ale or hearty mead, then surely those blue flowers must be a fine wine. Not that she knew what ale or wine tasted like. She was a bunny after all, and those things were not for bunnies. However, the adventurers that occasionally passed through the cave would talk of such things. It was all hard to understand without the proper context, but she believed she had figured out enough. Ale seemed to be good, but common, like the grass in the cave. Fine wine, however… Wine must be a very delicious type of grass.
Of course, sometimes the adventurers seemed to be of differing opinions. The shorter adventurers who often had furry faces seemed not to think highly of the grass. Meanwhile, the tall skinny ones with larger ears, though not as large as her’s, seemed much more amenable to it. The pattern did not always hold, but it was true often enough that she had noticed it at the very least.
In the end, she had reached the conclusion that wine must taste good. Just like she was sure the blue-glowy-flowers must be equally delectable.
She did not know the name of the flowers. In fact, the concept of names was something that she had only recently become aware of. At some point in time, she was sure one of the adventurers had said the name of the flower, but she probably had lacked the context to understand what the words meant, just as she failed to understand much. The adventurers seemed to know everything, after all, and she only knew very little. However. it was only a matter of paying enough attention and piecing it all together.
It was essential to understand that names are not a thing that most bunnies had the need for. She was still not entirely sold on the concept herself. While she had to admit that the idea of names was intriguing, she was not entirely sure it would be all that useful. Her brain, after all, was really very small, and she did not know if she could afford to fill it with only marginally helpful things, let alone anything that might turn out to be completely useless.
Why did it matter what the flower was called? If she thought to herself, “the blue-glowy-flowers,” or “the flowers with an enticing scent,” or even “the most tempting of the forbidden plants,” it did not matter. Whichever way she thought of it, she would understand her own thoughts.
At least she thought that was the case. Thinking this way, thinking to herself, was still a new occurrence. Not as new as the concept of names, certainly, but still new. She felt that it was understandable that she had yet to figure out all of how it worked, and that any reasonable person ought to give her some grace.
She could not speak. That much should be obvious. She was a bunny, and bunnies did not speak. If she could talk to the other bunnies, perhaps names would be more useful. But as far as she could tell, speaking was something unique to the two legs.
Well, she had to admit that was not entirely true. She could speak in a sense.
When she spoke, her lips did not move, and no sound came from her. The only one that could hear it was herself, though even she did not hear it with her ears. These types of thoughts were what was new. They had started after an adventurer group had camped out for at least a full moon in the cave. She had listened to adventurers before; they were strange things and always caught her attention. But that was the first time she had really put her mind to dissecting what their sounds meant.
Though she could not reproduce those sounds, that was when this self-talking thing had started. But if she was honest with herself, and she liked to think she was an honest bunny, there was some sort of precursor to this form of thought that had always been with her. Of course, she was not quite sure exactly what it meant to be honest, but from what she had gathered from the adventurers, it was a good thing. Or perhaps it was merely a bad thing to be dishonest? As she made clear, she was not entirely sure. However, she knew that she was a good bunny, and if honesty was good, then certainly that meant that she was an honest bunny as well.
However, she still wasn’t convinced about names. It seemed that adventurers all had names, most of which appeared to be unique. It seemed to her that it must be very confusing. It was one thing to remember one name for the shorter adventurers with the ugly noses that reminded her of the toads outside of the cave, and another name for the taller adventurers with smaller noses that were closer to the proper bunny ideal of a nose. But to remember a name for each individual adventurer?
No, that was much too complicated, and her brain was much too small to try and fit all of that. If she did decide to adopt the strange, but still alluring idea of naming, she would only remember the names of the most important things. She was slightly worried that all of the words she had learned were in of themselves names. Only instead of names of animals and plants, they seemed like they might possibly be the names of concepts.
However, a name seemed more definitive. Just like the “delicious flower I want to eat,” “the blue wine,” and “the moonflower” all meant the same thing, and “good,” “proper,” and “eats grass” all meant the same thing, a name would be a singular word that somehow encompassed all of those things. Or so she thought. She was not certain. She was a bunny, after all.
She looked at the flower and knew that she couldn’t eat it. It was against the rules for the bunnies to harm these particular plants, and she could not not follow the rules. It was part of what it meant to be a good bunny. She was not confident she could break the rules even if she were a bad bunny.
However, she was also a clever bunny. That was something she had realized. Bunnies did not talk, of course, but she was reasonably certain that she thought about things more than her fellow bunnies. In fact, she would be surprised if “crooked nose” or “gray tail with a streak of white” or even “big fatty” knew even a single word. Of course, it might be an unfair assumption on her part. After all, she was the only one that could hear her thoughts as far as she could tell, and they might all mistakenly think she did not know any words!
That thought had greatly upset her when she first had it. She was proud of the words she had collected and stored away in her very small brain. However, she had no way to share them, and to an outside observer, it likely seemed like she had no words. She had tried to think of ways to share her thoughts with the other bunnies and perhaps to teach them words if, in fact, they knew none, but she had yet to come up with any.
Of course, that was neither here nor there. Right now, she needed to focus on the flower.
“Do not harm the blue-flowers.”
She had known that rule along with the others from the moment she had been born in the dungeon. However, back then, it had been a deep instinctual thing. Now that she had words, she understood the rule more concretely. And now that she understood the rule, she realized that while it was impossible to break rules, one could perhaps eat their way around them.
The rule was, “do not harm,” not “do not eat.” On the one paw, perhaps the latter was the intention of the rule, but on the other paw, if that were the case, then the rule would be something different.
So she was watching the flower intently, just as she had done for the past few days. She broke her gaze only occasionally to bite off a tuft of grass, looking back up as she chewed. She had to eat the grass to be a good bunny. That wasn’t a rule; that was just common sense. Besides, who was she to turn down a full-flavored bite of grass when it was right there.
In fact, the undeniable quality of grass was the detail that most made her question the value of names. The adventurers used them, and they seemed like they were quite intelligent beasts. The way they navigated the traps and fought the more fearsome creatures of the dungeon had at least convinced her of that fact. However, she had never once seen any of the adventurers eat any grass of any type. No grass at all! What kind of sensible creatures did not eat grass?
Of course, some of the predators deeper in the dungeon did not eat grass. They ate bunnies or, in some cases, the things that ate bunnies. However, she was not quite convinced that those creatures were in possession of any words and certainly not of any intelligence. She had never had much trouble using her tiny brain to come up with ways to stay safe from them. Never once had any of those terrifying creatures ever been able to harm her.
Well, that was not entirely true. She scratched at the one scar near her neck. There had been a few close calls, but considering that she did not believe herself to be a particularly physically fit member of her species, she had done very well for herself if she dared to say.
However, other than the lack of grass eating, all other evidence, or at least most other evidence, pointed to the adventurers being quite intelligent. The only conclusion she had been able to make regarding their behavior was that they filled up on grass before coming to the cave, though she found that hard to believe. One could never have enough grass after all, and sometimes the groups would stay for quite some time. Though recently, their stays had been shorter. Luckily, many more groups had been cycling in and out to make up for it, so she never had to go too long without seeing an adventurer.
The other possibility was that they had access to grass of such high caliber that they would not lower themselves, literally and figuratively, to eat the plants that made up the staple of her diet. This idea came with its own set of problems, not the least of which was that she found it insulting. What sort of creatures thought they were too good for her grass.
But she had to be willing to put her own preconceived biases and notions aside. Perhaps the grass and lichen that she normally ate was a variant of the “piss-poor excuse for beer” that some of the adventurers complained of. If they had a large supply of wine, and the difference was really that extreme, perhaps that could explain it.
Which, ultimately, was what had brought her to her unsuccessful staring match with the flower. Most of the adventurers would gather around the flowers and pick them. If the adventurers, who refused to eat a single bite of grass, became so excited over the flowers, certainly, they must taste exquisite.
At first, she thought it strange that the rule “Do not harm the blue-flowers” did not apply to the adventurers. However, after giving it more thought, it seemed perfectly reasonable. Shadowing some adventuring groups, she observed that many of the monsters seemingly followed a rule along the lines of “try to kill adventurers.” Yet, bunnies were under no such compulsion, so it stood to reason that the dungeon may have given different rules to different creatures.
Besides, whenever a group of adventurers did pick the flowers, the dungeon would wait until they left and then simply regrow them. It made her wonder why the dungeon could not let her eat the flowers and then do the same or even grow some just for her, but she was sure the dungeon had much more important things to worry about than a small little bunny.
She had locked her eyes on the flower, except when she needed to take bites of grass, of course. She was focused on the matter at paw and thought interruption unlikely. No adventurers were in the dungeon at the moment. Still, her ears were constantly pivoting on the top of her head, alert for any sign of danger. There were no predators nearby. It meant she was safe to watch the flower. Eventually, her patience would pay off.
None of the other bunnies seemed to be patient. They always hopped from one piece of grass to another. Not that there was anything wrong with hopping. She appreciated a good hop as much as the next bunny, but you could learn so much more by simply being still and paying attention.
There it was!
A stiff breeze had blown by; there was a storm on the wind. Not that she ever went past the cave exit, but she had eyes and could see as well as any other bunny when it rained outside. The water running into the cave would help refill the pool that they would drink from, but it could also drive other more dangerous creatures into the cave. It was important for a bunny who wanted to be able to stay alive to judge the weather.
This breeze had done something that she was not allowed to do. It had caused a petal to fall from the flower. The wind quickly died down, and the single beautiful petal did not go far. Cautiously, she hopped towards it.
The rule was, “Do not harm the blue-flowers.” The petal was no longer part of the flower. But… what if she was wrong? She supposed that if she were wrong, she wouldn’t be able to eat the petal. After all, rules were rules, and they could not be broken.
She reached her neck forward, grass-blade by grass-blade. Her nose reached the petal and twitched. By itself, it did not smell as strongly as the rest of the flower, but there was no denying that it smelled delicious. She understood why the adventurers always collected the flowers, though she did not know what it meant that they “captured escaping mana,” or whatever it was that the two-legs said.
Her mouth opened, and she hesitated for a moment. She wanted to forever remember this moment. She bit down, her two front teeth piercing the surface of the petal as she began to chew.
Its taste was… She did not have the words to describe it. She had never tasted anything like it before, and it defied definition by her refined palate. She wrinkled her nose for a moment; there was undoubtedly a bitter component. She understood why not all of the adventurers might like wine. “Floppy ears” and “hops too much” probably wouldn’t like it. However, she thought it was just right.
Yes, she thought, wine was quite excellent. As she savored the petal, slowly chewing it, a warmth spread through her body, along with a tingle that, just like the taste, she had never experienced before.
For a brief instant, the curious bunny thought she saw a blue light. However, when she hopped around she saw nothing. Not that she needed to hop much. The dungeon had wisely decided to put a bunny’s eyes on both sides of its head. She could almost see completely behind her without moving. Helpful, she thought, for avoiding predators.
Then she looked down at her paw, and like the light, thought for just a moment that her fur looked blue. But when she blinked, it was her normal blue color. She blinked a few more times. Obviously she had been thinking about the blue flower for far too long. A bunny might argue that it would be best to ignore them in the future. However, on the other paw there was no denying the taste. Another bunny might scream at her if she decided to pass up on the petals. They might do that, if bunnies could talk, which they most certainly could not.
For her part, she decided that watching the flower for a fallen petal would become part of her daily routine. It would be hard to fit in. She was a busy bunny, much more so than the other bunnies. In addition to all of the grass and lichen and other plants she needed to eat, there was much she needed to think about. Perhaps she could make up her own words to better describe the new tastes she had just experienced. She was not certain if that would be allowed, but she did not see why it would not be. After all, as far as she knew, there was no rule against it. But maybe it would simply be beyond the capacity of her tiny brain. Yes, she was a very busy bunny, indeed, with so much to think about. Of course, she also needed to fit some hopping about into her schedule. It absolutely would not do to not hop at all.
As she moved away from the cave entrance in case the coming storm drove any creatures towards the shelter provided by it, she had a happy realization.
Eating the fallen petal was very obviously not against the rules.




Chapter 2

Magic



She was now a bunny six moons of age, not that she was exactly sure what a moon was. She knew that it had something to do with the cycle of light and dark when it was night. When she looked outside of her cave, into the cave that the adventurers came from, she could make several unambiguous observations.
The light did not come from glow trees like in the bunny cave. Instead, the illumination came from somewhere above. The overhang of rock at the entrance of her cave, along with the thick forest right outside it, meant that she was never able to get a good look at it. However, from the way the shadows shifted, she thought it might move.
Perhaps there was a colossal glow fruit swinging from the ceiling of their cave.
Whatever the light source, it went through cycles. It would be bright for a while, and then after the sun was over, it would be dark before the period would begin anew. However, even during the dark part, there was still some light coming from above. The brightness of the illumination rose and fell with intensity in a cycle all its own. Suns were short. They lasted about one length of being awake and then going to sleep. The moons were much longer, and keeping track of them was a good measure of extended periods.
Of course, when she had first started counting, she had not even known what a moon was, and she certainly did not have the numbers with which to keep track. However, she was reasonably confident in her math, even if a part of her was concerned that she may have missed a moon or two when she was young.
But no longer was she that poor unlearned kit. She had learned so much since then. The bunny shook her head in amazement when she thought of her ignorance.
The motion was not a typical motion for a bunny to make. The body of a bunny was perfectly capable of it, but there was never a need for one to shake its head. However, she had learned the gesture from the adventurers. They did all sorts of things with their heads to convey such a broad range of emotions and messages. The movements changed meaning based on context, but she had managed to piece it all together. A shake of the head could mean disagreement, but it could also mean amazement or disbelief. Those were not things that a bunny typically needed to express, but it was the latter she wished to communicate at the moment to anyone that cared.
Not that there was anyone who did, but she did not mind. Even though there was no one to see and understand what she was trying to communicate - other than the other bunnies who just seemed to ignore her at times like these - the motion was comforting. She had no voice and could not speak, at least not in the manner of the adventurers. However, this was something she could do.
She could shake her head at her own ignorance, just like the adventurers would do, and so she did. However, she had to wonder if she would be shaking her head again in another 3 moons in disbelief over the six-moon-old version of her. There was, after all, still much that she did not know.
However, there was no denying that she now knew a great deal. Well, perhaps she did not know much compared to an adventurer, but she knew a lot at least compared to how much she had once known. Though she did not like to admit it to herself, secretly, she hoped that the two-legged creatures would approve of her knowledge. Of course, considering that she had not known much in the first place, perhaps her gains would not impress an adventurer much, but she felt the words and concepts she now understood to be a great accomplishment.
For example, she now understood that not all the adventurers were the same type of creature. Just like there were different types of grasses, and various kinds of trees, such as the trees outside the cave entrance and the ones inside the massive cavern, the tall pointy-eared adventurers were different from the shorter hairy adventurers. Some of them were still hard to tell apart. Though, they all looked sort of alike to a certain degree. Part of what made it so difficult was that there was a third type called “humans.” They, in particular, could be confusing because they varied much more than their cousins. Some of them were tall, and some were short.
Unfortunately, they didn’t often seem to talk about it. The bunny suspected it was because the classifications were clearly evident to them, so they had no need to discuss them. She would never go up to a bunny and say something like, “Hello fellow bunny, I see that you are a bunny, as am I. Look, over there is another bunny, but that there is a rock, not a bunny.” Of course, she would never be able to say anything at all to another bunny, but the point still stood. If she had difficulty imagining herself saying it, then she needed to be better at not expecting the adventurers to say it. But it was oh-so-easy to get her hopes up.
As much as she would have liked to follow adventurers everywhere, she was not a foolish bunny. With how close she did get to them, she often pushed things far enough as it was. However, she was just a bunny, and she knew not to follow them into danger.
The vast cavern that she called her home had more than just bunnies in it. There were a few plants that could eat a bunny whole, but really seemed more of a nuisance to most adventurers than anything else. Those were easy enough to spot and keep a distance. Though she did need to be careful as the dungeon seemed to move them around every sun.
It was the other creatures that could be a real threat. The animals the adventurers called sword deer with their gleaming horns could easily gore an unexpecting two-legs, but mostly ignored the bunnies. There were a few predators, like those nasty lizard creatures that enjoyed hiding in the mud near the pond, but her cavern was safe enough for a bunny. However, some passages led deeper into the dungeon. Adventurers inevitably went down into those tunnels.
From what she understood of overheard conversations, the lower levels of the dungeon were much more dangerous, and she was ready to believe it. Once, she had tried exploring one of those dark passages, curious as to what might be in them. There was no rule against it, though few bunnies ever seemed to venture down.
She had nearly become a meal for a slithering snake that tried to gobble her up in one bite. The rude thing had even managed to wrap itself around her before an approaching group of adventurers startled the awful beast and gave her a chance of escape. The entire experience had frightened her nearly to death. Being such a small and defenseless bunny, she had never tried again.
As such, she did not often get to watch the adventurers fight. Occasionally, they would scuffle with the more massive or more dangerous creatures in her cavern, but those fights were often over quickly. But every so often, she got to witness a good battle, and during some of those battles, she would get to see something strange.
Some of the adventurers possed a strange ability. They could weave fire, blast ice, and shoot forth blinding beams of light. She had learned that they were called spells and were an application of something called magic.
Magic was amazing.
Sometimes at night, when she slept, she would dream. It did not happen often, but over the last few moons, it seemed to be something that occurred with greater frequency. On most such nights, when she woke up in the morning, she would rapidly forget whatever it was she had imagined in her mind. Most of the time, the memories were nothing but vague impressions by the time she fully woke up.
There were some mornings where she would wake up feeling convinced that she had learned new words or had figured out some great mystery in her dreams. However, the details were never anything that she could act on. She did not know if they were just idle fantasies, or if it was indeed possible for her to learn things in a dream. If dreaming was indeed something that could be productive, she was afraid that she was poor at it indeed.
However, there were some dreams in which she was not just a simple bunny. Sometimes she dreamed that she was a human, or dwarf, or some other type of two-legged creature. These, she was sure, were definitely nothing more than idle byproducts of repressed desires. Even though the dreams that featured herself as an adventurer were nearly always pleasant, if she remembered them in the morning, she would almost always feel guilty. She was just a bunny, and it would be wrong if she were to try to be an adventurer.
Many of the things that adventurers did would be against the rules for her. She could not pick flowers or leave the dungeon. Adventurers also failed to do many things that a bunny must in order to be a good bunny. They never hopped! She still did not understand that one, and she doubted she would ever be able to understand half of what they did. But maybe one day she could at least understand a quarter.
While she recognized these dreams as wrong, there was an interesting aspect to some of them. In a small number of them, she was aware of how she had become an adventurer. In those dreams, it was always some sort of magic. Magic that could make her grow or could change her shape and morph her into something else appeared with enough regularity in her dreams that she had taken notice. If there was something more to dreams than just idle fantasy, then it was something she could not ignore.
She had no idea what magic was capable of. She did not think she would honestly want to use magic to turn into an adventurer, at least that was what she made sure to tell herself. After all, she never saw them eating grass, and even if they did, it seemed like it would be awfully inconvenient having to lean all the way to the ground. Their ears were also all far too small. She had made a list of all the things wrong with adventurers despite how obviously incredible they were. It was a list she made sure to keep reminding herself of, even though she knew most of the items were not very convincing.
Even if magic could transform her, she was at the very least undecided on if she would take such an option. However, if magic could turn her into an adventurer, then she was sure it could do something much more straightforward. Magic could most likely - no, almost positively - give a small bunny a voice which it could use to share its words and talk to others. She had seen no evidence that magic had this capability, of course, but neither had she seen any indication that it did not. Until she had first seen a mage throw a lance of flame, she never would have thought that was possible either.
Magic, it seemed to her, could very well be the solution to many problems. The pressing question had become, first and foremost, how she could learn magic.
Luckily, she was fairly sure she knew the answer. She simply had to spy on the adventurers and learn it from them like she had learned most things. Granted, there was sure to be required experimentation, but she was not afraid of such a thing. Hard work and trial and error were well within her capabilities.
So far, she had failed to be close enough to a spell being cast to really get a solid idea of what was involved. However, she felt today was the day. She had been shadowing a small group of three particularly closely. Some groups headed straight for the deep tunnels, while others took their time. This group seemed intent to slaughter everything that was remotely a threat in her cave, which she, as a bunny, was perfectly fine with.
The smell of blood would be unpleasant, and the dungeon would bring back the predators, or at least create new ones once they left, but for a little while, she would be able to hop about without concern.
These adventurers did not seem to be a very observant group, and one of them made a loud clicking noise whenever he moved. It was something the bunny had noticed from adventurers before. She thought they might be a different variant from humans, dwarfs, and elves. They had hard, noisy carapaces, and seemed to all be called “Sir.” She did not encounter them frequently and had yet to figure them out, but that was unimportant at the moment. The important thing was that he was loud with every step. The noise drew the attention of potential predators away from a small, stealthy bunny and towards the trio.
She was not entirely safe, but they were still in her cavern forest and would not hit the true dangers until they reached the passages going deeper. It was important that she still remain alert for hidden dangers, but this was the closest she had been able to get to a magic-user practicing their craft, and she did not plan to abandon the opportunity lightly. The magic-user was shadowing the “sir” just as the bunny was shadowing the magic-user.
Already, her investigation had paid great dividends. She had been able to witness the adventurer casting the same spell no less than five times. The adventurer seemed to dispatch monsters with blazing beams of fire with almost casual indifference. Once, after one of his compatriots had asked a question, he had furrowed his brow slightly and added a lazy gesture with his hand. However, every other time, he almost seemed to cast the spell as an afterthought whether he was standing still or advancing with his group.
The key, it seemed to her, was a particular word. It was a strange word, different in sound than most of the ones she had learned, and she was having trouble grappling with it. She was slightly worried that it simply would not fit into her brain. A word that somehow did something amazing would surely take up more space than others.
What she did not find strange was that the key to magic would be nothing more complicated than the right word. Words, after all, were practically magical all in of themselves. The way a phrase could transform her mind and alter how she looked at the world was hardly far from how a word could apparently actually cause an actual change to the real world. She wondered what, after all, was really the difference between the world around her and the world of her mind.
He cast the spell one more time, incinerating a charging sword-deer that stood between them and the deeper passages.
Her ears had been directly pointed towards him, and she had directed none of her attention towards the deer. Her focus was entirely on the magic-user and his face.
She thought she finally had the word, and it was just in time too. They had circled the perimeter of the chamber, and nothing else stood in their way of the deeper tunnels. Already they were beginning to descend. She hopped to the threshold. There was no way for her to be sure if the hissing of snakes was in her imagination or an actual echo she heard coming up the tunnel.
Desire to follow the group further raged against instinctual fear. The bunny was reasonably certain that she knew the spell now, but perhaps the spellcaster would use another one. Most magic users only seemed to use one or at least variants of the same spell, though perhaps it was because she never got to see them casting for long. Either way, she had seen a few magic users that were clearly much more versatile. But… She remembered the snakes, and who knew what other dangers might lurk in the dark tunnel unlit by the glow fruits.
The tunnel suddenly flared up with a bright light as she could hear the roar of fire from further down. The hissing, imagined or real, seemed to grow in intensity.
No, she had learned quite enough for one sun. No reason to tempt fate. She would stay in her cave where she knew the terrain and felt safe, thank you very much.
After reaching her decisions, she considered trying the spell right then and there. However, even if there were no snakes about, and she was not even confident they would not come out of the tunnel if she lingered too long, there were other dangers. Despite the vast number of predators the adventurers killed, she could not be sure they got them all. It would be best to go back to the bunny grove near the cave entrance.
It was not as if no predators could go there. On the contrary, one would come by looking for a cute bunny to gobble up at least once a sun. However, it would be easier to see threats coming, and there were plenty of holes in the glade in which to hide if things got bad.
Most of the bunnies all lived in or around the same burrow. Even if the bunnies did not initially live in it, their digging usually interconnected to it, making it a vast network of small tunnels. She had to admit, the warren was reasonably well done. The large variety of exits meant that there was usually a way to leave, even if a predator was near one of the entrances. She even had her own little nook where she would spend her nights. The steady breathing and warmth of the other bunnies nearby could be very soothing, especially if the day had been as exciting as this one was shaping up to be. But it was because of this burrow, that in the glade itself, there were numerous routes of escape for a quick and nimble bunny.
She made it back without incident, for which she was grateful. If it came down to it, she was willing to defend herself, but she would hate for the first time she used her new spell to be in a panicked moment. She wanted to savor it.
Sitting, safely tucked away in a tiny hole, she felt she was ready.
One thing that was still unclear was if the word just made magic happen, or if it only created fire. Her understanding was that each spell had a different word or words. However, even if she could only set things on fire, she could think of several ways an industrious bunny might make use of such an ability. Honestly, she was okay with any magic. Once she had one spell figured out, she was sure she would work out the rest.
Taking a breath, she cleared all of those thoughts. Yes, she was indeed one ready bunny. She could not say the word out loud, but she doubted that would matter. At least she hoped it would not. It was magic, after all. Magic would not depend on something so fickle. She was able to think perfectly fine; even though her thoughts were all silent, she had no problem talking in her head. She just needed to think the word clearly. She just needed to say it in her head.
Ingnescere
The bunny waited a moment, but nothing happened. She looked around, but there was no flame. After another confusing moment, she poked her head out of her hole. No, there was still no sign of fire anywhere.
That was okay, she had not really expected to do it right on her first try. Well, she had been hoping to, and if she was honest was a little disappointed that she had not, but this was magic after all. For all she knew, it might even be hard for an adventurer. Perhaps he had taken most of a sun to learn it. That seemed like an improbably long time to her, but it was best to be prepared, If it was the case that it would be so lengthy, she might need to be prepared to put in a full sun of practice herself. Granted, she would need to fit in grass-eating and hopping, so perhaps it would take her two suns to really nail this whole magic thing down.
She sighed at how she had become such a busy bunny.
After a few deep breaths, she felt prepared to make another attempt.
Ingnescere
Nothing.
Ingnescere
Still nothing.
Ingnescere
Fire! No… wait, it had just been her weight shifting and snapping a twig underneath.
There had to be something she was missing. She was willing to bet a day of grass, no, a day of blue petals that she had the word right. She scrunched herself up and tried to think about what she was trying to do.
And then she realized the obvious. She was not really sure what she wanted to do. She wanted fire, but what did that really mean anyway? Did she want the entire dungeon to burn? Considering that meant harming the flowers, certainly not. She needed a target, and she needed her desired outcome to be clear in her mind. It was not as if the word had thoughts of its own and could make a decision. She needed to bunny up and get this right.
She repositioned herself, staring at the stick she had broken. She closed her eyes and tried to imagine the stick on fire. In fact, it did not even need to be on fire. She would be happy if it even just smoldered. A smoldering, on fire stick, that was what she wanted. With her eyes closed, she could clearly see it.
When she opened her eyes, the stick was still just a stick. She had made no fire, nor heat, nor smoke. But that was fine. She had yet to cast the spell. The important thing was that the image was still clear in her mind.
The stick will catch on fire. It will burn. Set it on fire, spell. You can do it, magic.
She took a deep breath.
Ingnescere
Releasing a frustrated honk, she slammed her back foot up and down as the stick continued on with its business of being an entirely uninteresting stick. There must be something that she was still missing.
She took several deep breaths and waited for her heart to slow down. Today had not been the first day she had seen magic; it was just the first time she had seen it from so close. Perhaps there were clues in her other observations.
Some of the magic users, particularly the ones who did not seem to be as good at it, sometimes seemed like they sweated a lot as they cast magic. That would seem to her that the act of casting a spell was tiring. So far, her attempts had been frustrating, but she could not see anything exhausting about merely using a word.
The bunny mulled it over in her head, while repeatedly trying variations of her early attempts. She took a break to eat, of course. It was always a good idea to have a bit of grass in the stomach when one was trying to solve a particularly tricky problem. She even managed to snag a fallen blue petal. When she swallowed it, she felt the familiar rush as if something was flowing into her and filling her.
Finally, she understood. The spell casters had to exert themselves. They had to put effort into the word, put something of themselves into it. For someone just beginning, it would probably be exhausting, like digging a deep hole. In the same way that lightning tingle could flow into her when she ate the flowers, she suspected it could flow into the magic.
She needed to dig deep.
Sitting there, she stared at the stick. In her mind, it was at first just a smoldering twig, and then a fire. Finally, it roared like an adventurer’s campfire. She reached deep inside of herself, trying to pull up… something, and push it towards the twig. Not just the twig, she needed it in the word. She did not know what it was, but it was necessary. She imagined the mysterious - she wasn’t sure what - shaping into flame as it shaped into whatever shapes words had. Maybe an oval, she was not really sure, but that was not important right now. She needed to stay focused.
Her entire body trembled. She felt herself emitting a little bunny growl, and as she remembered the furrowed eyebrows of the spellcaster when he was distracted, she tensed all of her muscles. She would put everything she had into the word. It must have been her imagination, for she had not even cast the spell yet; however, it almost seemed like the hole was already lit up by fire. Only... The hole was being tinted more blue than red from the glowing brightness. She focused her mind, trying to ignore her overactive imagination. She had to put it all into the spell.
Ingnescere
Her stomach felt sick. There was an empty hollow feeling she had never felt before. She thought the adventurers might call it sadness, perhaps disappointment. It felt more physical than any other emotion she could think of.
The stick was still just a stick.
She looked around in shock. She had been positive it was going to work, but there was no fire. It seemed like the faint glowing blue light had indeed been just a figment of her mind because her hole was as dark as it ever was. There was no fire anywhere. Even the fire in her heart with all of her excitement was gone.
The bunny curled up, tucking her head down so that she could not see anything. She pushed it forward, trying to bury it as her body shook with emotions she could barely understand.
She would try again; she was not the type of bunny to give up. However, she gave it her best shot already and failed. Besides, deep down, she knew why the spell had not worked. There was a clear difference between what she had done and all of the spellcasters she had ever seen. She understood the key to unlocking the full magic of words, and it was a key she would never possess.
Magic needed a voice to work.




Chapter 3

A Name

She was no longer as confident that she was a good bunny. It had nothing to do with the delicious flower petals she had been eating moon after moon. Experimentation showed that eating the petals that had naturally fallen or that had been dropped by adventurers was well within the rules. The bunny wanted to make it clear that none of her behavior was so egregious as breaking a rule. Her concern stemmed mainly from her lack of bunnily activities.
One example of where she may have strayed from the path of a good bunny was her burrowing, or rather her lack of proper burrowing.
There was no denying that the shared burrow of the bunnies was a grand luxury. However, the burrow had some significant limitations. In particular, though it was large, it really did not span too much of the space the bunny wished to explore. Escaping to one of the warren’s entrances meant sprinting over the ground where she was vulnerable. Initially, when digging, she had simply expanded the warren - like the other bunnies. That was where her own little nook came from after all. And even when not expanding, there was always work to be done as tunnels were continually filling up with dirt as the boots of adventurers pounded overhead.
But, one of her earlier revelations had been that if the other bunnies could handle the care and maintenance of the burrow, it would leave her to invest her energy elsewhere. Slowly she had been spreading small holes, ones just large enough for a bunny to be outside the reach of a predator throughout the glade and into the cavern forest. She felt a little guilty, leaving the proper bunny work to the other bunnies. At the same time, however, the others were welcome to make use of her bolt holes all they wanted.
And, it was not that she did not do the things that good bunnies did. She still ate grass, and she still hopped around. But when push came to shove, she had to admit that she had allowed other things to distract her from eating as much grass as she should.
While her diet had ensured that her coat was absolutely fantastic, in fact, it had gained a rather fetching tint of blue, she was well aware that her growth had plateaued and there was not much fat on her bones. Her dewlap was far from being a thing of note and not nearly as big as the other females. In fact, even though it would be insulting, she would not be surprised if other creatures could mistake her for a male if they were to only use their eyes.
But even if she was a more attractive female capable of attracting a proper mate, she was not really prepared. While some of the other females had been making warrens shooting off from the main burrow, she had instead been digging out small bolt holes at strategic locations to escape danger. Where others were puffing up their dewlaps, she had been watching the flowers and shadowing the adventurers.
Perhaps it would not be that big of an issue. She was still a young bunny, not even 12 moons of age. There would be time for having litters of her own later. Besides, if she had kits of her own, she would want to share her words with them. Communicating with her fellow bunnies still eluded her. It was one of her greatest failures. She wanted to find a solution before having children.
At the moment, however, she had more immediate problems to deal with. Namely, she needed to pick a name.
At one time, she had been undecided about names. However, she had been a young and naive four-moon-old bunny back then. At the time, she was concerned about filling up her relatively small brain with names and not leaving enough room for thoughts. It was still a concern, of course. Her brain really was rather small, after all. But she had realized that names allowed her small brain to work much more efficiently. Dozens of concepts could be packed into a single word.
In the time it took for her to think “short adventurer with face fur,” or “tall adventurer with sort of bunny ears,” she could think the names “dwarf” and “elf” a dozen times. Yes, names were one of the finer things adventurers had come up with.
She still was not certain if she was on board with all of the ideas of the adventurers, but she had come to the conclusion that all-in-all the two-legs were indeed very wise. She would not accept what they did without question, but without good reason to think otherwise, she would assume that their actions were well thought out and served a good end.
Much of what the adventurers did, dwarf, elf, and human, were things that she did not have a hope of replicating. The bunny turned her paws over and gazed at them as she thought this. The adventurers’ paws were so different than hers.
In fact, they did not even call them paws. Instead, they called them hands and feet. It made some sense, she had to admit. They never seemed to walk or hop on their hands. They seemed to be exclusively used to manipulate objects, and their feet were only used for walking. While they might all be types of paws, it made a certain sense to have more specific words for them, even if the idea still struck her as more than a little bit bizarre.
A paw was a paw, after all. Only, the adventurers could do so much more with their forepaws than she could. They could grip and manipulate things in a way that hurt to even try to imitate. She had gone so far that she even broke a toe attempting to force it to bend like the adventurers’ paws would bend by pressing it against a rock.
The pain had been far from pleasant and had limited her mobility. She felt lucky that she did not die while it was healing. Only the network of hidey-holes she had placed had kept her alive. But that was the past, and if her paws could not bend like an adventurer’s, then her paws could not bend like an adventurer’s. It was certainly not the first thing they could do that she had failed to replicate, and she had resigned herself to the probability that it would not be the last. She would simply have to make do.
A name though, that was something she thought she could handle. It would be a convenient little way to bundle up all of those concepts of self and who she was as a strong and independent bunny into a single word. The only problem was determining what that word should be.
It was, as of yet, still unclear where names originated from. Who had first decided that one adventurer would be named “Samual” and that other one “Samantha?” More likely, she thought, it was not something that had been decided at all. It seemed like the sort of thing that ought to just be. She considered it probable that the humans and other bipeds had simply known their name in the same way that she knew how to be a good bunny.
If that was the case - though she had come up with no reasonable way of testing it - it was a problem. Because while she did know how to be a good bunny, she did not know her name. If names simply were, it meant that she was simply nameless.
No, she decided. That frankly would not do. She had taken their words and turned them into her own, so perhaps she could take a name for herself.
Of course, the problem then returned to the original question of just what precisely that name should be.
She could not just take the name of an adventurer. Names, outside of a few strange exceptions, still seemed as if they were unique, more or less. Giving herself the same name as one of the adventurers would be doing both them and herself a disservice. The act would also be stealing, if she understood the concept correctly, which she was not entirely sure she did. She was positive, however, that stealing seemed like a bad thing, much like dishonesty, and she needed to endeavor to be a good bunny. That meant she could not steal a name.
Which was a shame, because some of the adventurers had very pretty names. Some of the soft names made her think of grass or the wind. Something like that would be an excellent name. She had spent some time cataloging the various names she heard, hoping for inspiration. However, listening to the names of adventurers was not as helpful as she might have hoped. For one thing, the whole system seemed much more confusing than her early observations had led her to believe.
It seemed to her that a name was supposed to be a singular encompassing word. Yet some of the adventurers seemed to have two or even three names! For example, there was the dwarf whose name she had identified as “Drawil” only to discover that his name was also “Ironheart.” The only thing she could imagine was that the dwarf was such a complicated existence that he required two names to hold all of his concepts.
She had not encountered anything else like that, but it stood to reason that if her tiny brain could become filled with concepts then a name could become overfilled as well. But then there were the adventurers who only seemed to have one name, but that name could take multiple forms. She thought the human “Samual” was a good example of that. At times it seemed that was indeed his name. It was the only one the dwarf addressed him by. But the elf twisted the name and said it as “Sammy” instead. It was clearly related, but it seemed to her a bizarre perversion of the word that encompassed all that he was. And then one of the other humans simply called him “Sam.”
It was all very confusing for a simple bunny and made all the worse that she had no way to ask the adventurers for clarification. It would be so much easier if she could just hop up to them and ask, “Excuse me, good and noble adventurers. This humble bunny was hoping you might explain your names to her. She hopes to have a name of her own someday and wishes to understand.”
That was the sort of idle daydream that occupied her thoughts and conspired to distract her from the right and just act of eating grass. Some days, the days she questioned if she was still a good bunny, she wondered if she would be willing to stop eating grass if it meant being able to speak. She asked herself that because she was still uncertain about why the adventurers could make such a greater range of noises than her and her kin. At one point, she had realized one terrifying possibility. It could be related to her diet.
How could grass keep one from speaking? She could not imagine the dungeon could be so cruel. But still, she had never seen a single adventurer eat even a single blade of grass. And they could talk. Both things were true, but the question was if they were connected.
She shook her head to remove the nightmare distraction and bring herself back to the topic of names, and how some adventurers had multiple names or names that came in multiple forms. But even ignoring the creatures with two or three names or the ones whose names were shortened or twisted by their companions, the words themselves were confusing.
“Samantha” was clearly a word that belonged to the short human, at least she thought it was a human and not a tall dwarf. The word meant “that human right there, the one with red hair and a sharp rock in each hand,” “A human that twitches whenever the wind causes her hair to cross across her face,” and a dozen other things.
But then the dwarf with two names. The second one, “Ironheart,” was a mystery all its own. She knew iron was a type of rock, a metal, she thought it was called. It was the same type of strange rock that Samantha carried in both of her hands. A heart is an organ. She had seen some adventurers cutting them out of creatures they had slain. She was fascinated to realize that her body contained things inside of it, all of which seemed to have their own words. She had listened intently whenever adventurers discussed the little bits and parts that made up living things, but she was still not entirely sure what the heart’s purpose was.
While the brain was obviously where the words were kept, and the stomach was where food was kept, she thought the heart might be where the blood was kept. But listening to the adventurers, which was after all how she learned all of her words, it seemed like it might also have something to do with something called romance, which itself looked like it might be related to mating.
But she had no idea what the words “iron” and “heart” together might mean. Oh, she had a number of ideas. Perhaps dwarves would eat rocks, and they would get stored in their ironheart. Perhaps rocks were involved in the mating of dwarfs. They were all just theories, however, and the question fell into the ever-growing pile of things she suspected she might never understand.
The strange thing, however, was that she was reasonably certain that the words together conveyed some sort of meaning beyond the existence of that particular dwarf.
He was not the only one with a name like that. There had been a Smith and a Lance and a Brook. She was fairly sure all those names also meant things beyond the adventurers that owned them. She had also observed a “Rose,” and she was confident that name also belonged to a flower. Only, it didn’t belong to the blue flowers she ate. It belonged to another type of flower, one that she admittedly never seen. At least she was moderately certain it belonged to a kind of flower. If only adventurers would be more explicit in their usage of words...
Perhaps all the adventurers bore names that also belonged to other things. It was, she had to consider, perfectly within the realm of possibility that there might be some type of “Samual” plant out there. Likewise, “Samantha” might be a type of rock. If some adventurers had names that encompassed meaning beyond the adventurer, perhaps they all did.
Her thoughts might have never gotten beyond that point, however, if they had not been given an additional catalyst.
The two-legs had a saying, “Curiosity killed the cat.” She was not sure what exactly a cat was. It seemed like it was some animal for which curiosity instigated some sort of allergic reaction. But she could somewhat sympathize with whatever strange and mystical beasts cats must be. She was a smart bunny, and as such, she had done a fantastic job of keeping herself alive and relatively safe. She was not the only member of her litter to still be alive. However, she estimated that nearly half of them had been eaten by some predator or another, and some had even fallen prey to the occasional adventurer.
If she got in trouble, it was because she allowed her curiosity to overpower the intelligence that her small brain provided her. She had heard a group of adventurers approaching the cave. It would have been the tenth group that moon, and if the rate kept up, they might have over a total of twenty groups visit before the next moon.
She heard them approaching because, when they were outside her part of the dungeon, most groups did not bother to be quiet or do much else to conceal their presence for that matter. Beyond the cave entrance, deeper in the dungeon, it was an entirely different matter. They would creep about and whisper as if that would prevent her heightened senses from tracking them.
Even if it did help, which perhaps it did more than she was willing to admit, once they were inside, it was reasonably easy to track them. Granted, the forest in the cavern she called home was massive, but she knew it well.
But, she had wanted to get a good look at them while they were still outside the cave. They always seemed more carefree, and their faces always turned up in strange expressions that she had learned were called “smiles.” She couldn’t leave the cave, of course. That was one of the rules. She could go everywhere else in the dungeon as far as she knew, not that she ever went to the deeper levels. It was dangerous there.
She did not understand why she was not able to go outside of the cave. In fact, the only dungeon creatures that seemed to be capable of going beyond her bunny grove were the adventurers themselves. It was strange, but she supposed they were simply special.
Even though she could not go outside, she could wait near the entrance and look out at the strange forbidden zone of the dungeon. That exact habit was what led to her being just a tad bit too out in the open when the adventurers arrived.
The bunny realized she was in trouble when a human with a blond coat of fur on her head looked directly at the bunny’s hiding spot with wide eyes. The bunny knew right away that she should run. Humans were generally slow and clumsy, and she had a bolt hole nearby for just such an occurrence.
But the blond human was so close, and something deep inside the bunny told her, “maybe if you stay still, the predator won’t notice you.” The advice came from the same place that told her how to be a good bunny. However, in this instance, she did not think she would take that place’s advice. Unfortunately, in the time it took her to wrestle with her instincts, the human had reached a decision.
The woman, for that, was another name the bunny knew for female adventurers, struck forward as fast as one of the deadly snakes that called the entrance to the second floor of the dungeon their home. The bunny barely had time to think to herself that this adventurer was awfully fast for a human.
The world became a blur of motion and color. She was not exactly sure how it happened, likely a result of those enviable paws the humans had, but she had ended up being held in the human’s arms.
After catching her prey, the adventurer settled it in the crook of her arm and was now running a hand along the cute bunny’s head. In other circumstances, the bunny might have been comforted by the touch. The human was also making soft cooing sounds, also likely to comfort. However, the bunny failed to pay much attention to any of this. She was much too busy being terrified and frantically trying to conceive of some way to escape.
The two-legs usually did not try to kill bunnies. At least they did not try to kill bunnies like her. However, when they were hungry, it seemed that they sometimes became predators. Being in the clutches of a maybe-predator could not be good for a bunny’s health.
“What are you doing, you’re terrifying the poor thing. Probably going to kill it with fright.”
“There there, it’s OK, little bunny. What a cute little nose you have, little bunny.”
“Look at its fur. What a strange shade of blue. It’s rather interesting.”
“Is it just me, or has it started growling slightly? You might want to be careful.”
“Who’s a nice bunny rabbit? You are! It’s OK, no need to be afraid.”
“Do you think it is a new type of creature? The guild has a bounty for the first team to bring in anything new.”
“From what I heard, this dungeon has been doing a lot of experimentation. Part of what’s been drawing people’s attention and making it popular.”
“You mean aside from all the gold it’s been pouring out?”
“Ha! I suppose that’s probably more along the lines of what is going on. Not enough people appreciate a good challenge.”
“I wonder if the lagomorph’s coloration has anything to do with the Cerulean Jug flowers. The shading is certainly similar.”
“The lago- what now?”
“It means cute little bunny rabbit. Just ignore him, he is trying to be pretentious again. I think we should take this cute little fella back with us to town. You’re a cute one, aren’t you?”
Death had not come as quickly as she thought it might, and she had managed to slow the beating in her chest enough that rational thought was once again at her disposal. As she had started paying attention to their words, she found herself fascinated. Adventurers had never talked about her before, let alone even addressed her.
This might be her chance to learn how to communicate. As terrified as she was, it was an opportunity that she could not pass up. Ultimately this group seemed like a rational bunch. They had recognized the attractiveness of her coat, and anyone who could tell that her nose was cute could not be that bad. It was actually somewhat reassuring. She had been concerned about her underdeveloped dewlap, and the other bunnies never seemed to pay attention to her. However, here, a superior species was confirming that she was indeed a cute bunny.
If her face was capable of the human smile, she might have done just that.
She was trying to figure out how to bob her head in the nod that adventurers sometimes did to signal agreement. She wanted to let them know that “yes, I agree. I am a cute bunny.” However, her ears started to really focus on their words beyond the ones that appealed to her vanity.
They wanted to take her back to Town. She had heard many groups talk about Town over her life. She did not know where in the dungeon it was, but it sounded like it was a magical and wonderful place, and she would dearly love to see it. However, she did know that it was outside her cave.
She was not allowed to leave the cave. She tried screaming her thoughts at the adventurers, but they did not seem to notice. They couldn’t hear her words, no matter how hard she tried. They continued to discuss taking her with them, apparently utterly ignorant of the rules. She was a dungeon creature, and dungeon creatures were supposed to stay in the cave, even if the adventurers were a strange exception to that rule.
“It will be a pain bringing it back with us if we keep it alive.”
“Yeah, but it will be worth a lot less if it’s dead.”
“It’s clearly magical. I bet some research mage will pay well for it either way... Bet its feet can be made into some sort of luck charm.”
“Don’t be an idiot. We have no idea what this thing could be worth. Maybe it’s no more valuable than whatever it would fetch for its meat. On the other hand, it might be worth enough that we should call this dive quits right now and head back to ensure our haul. We really don’t know.”
“I’m going to call you Fluffy Tail. How does that sound, little bunny?”
“Gods, don’t name it.”
That cut through everything else. All rules and fear disappeared. The elf standing next to the human had said the words “Fluffy Tail.” The elf had tried to name her.
She had never been so insulted in her short bunny life.
Yes, she had desperately wanted a name. Perhaps this was the way of names; others bestowed them upon you. But “Fluffy Tail?” What sort of name was that? There was no way that could be her name.
How would the elf like it if she named her Knife Ears, or Big Eyes? What about the human? Would she like to be called Yellow Head?
In fact, on some occasions, she had observed adventurers addressing each other by physical characteristics. Sometimes it seemed good-natured, like a good hop-about, but just as often there was clearly vitriol, especially when it happened when multiple groups were meeting. The bunny fumed. By the nine gods, who did that human think she was?
Her momentary satisfaction of finally coming up with a situation where it was appropriate to use the phrase “by the nine gods,” that she heard adventurers use so often, was quickly drowned out by her anger.
How could the human just give her a name?
Unless that really was how it worked. You just gave things names. The bunny had experimented with the idea with less important things. She had made up her own words for some types of grass because she did not have words for them. It was important to distinguish between Greenders and Tallens, even if the adventurers never seemed to care. The former was much tastier than the later. Though Tallens could really hit the spot when she had not eaten in a while.
Adventurers did not seem to care about grass nearly as much as they should. The only one they seemed to name was Stinkweed.
The bunny thought the name Stinkweed was appropriate for the foul-smelling grass. It could even make her own coat smell bad if she got too close to it and got its nasty pollen all over her. Stinkweed did not taste very good at all, and she felt it was very deserving of the name.  Not at all like the name “Fluffy Tail.” Well, she did have a tail, and it was rather fluffy, but that was quite beside the point.
She had made up the words, partially to see if she could and partly because she knew they would be useful. If she ever learned to communicate with adventurers, it would be confusing, as they would not know the words, but she could always share them with the two-legs. It would be her little way of giving them back. Obviously, they needed somebunny to teach them about grass.
It did not seem like that big of a thing. It would be OK if others did not understand because she knew exactly what the words meant. And if she were ever able to tell all the other bunnies all of her words, then so would they. Tallens and Greenders were just words, nothing at all like names.
But she finally connected her earlier thoughts. All words were just names in and of themselves. It did not matter if they were names of things or ideas. So if she could come up with her own words, she could come up with her own names.
And if an adventurer could just name another thinking creature, then the bunny saw no reason why she could not do the same. It was actually possible.
Earlier, she thought finding her name might be a process of trial and error. She would think about a word as a name and see if it fit. However, there were far too many words, and even more words that she did not yet know and even ones she might never know. She did not know how many words there were in total, but surely there were too many to fit into her tiny little bunny brain.
She did not need to find a name. She did not need a name bestowed upon her. She did not even need to pick a name from a preexisting word. She could make her own name.
The only problem was what it should be.
She knew she should be more worried about the adventurers. There was no telling if they might even change their minds and decide to eat her. However, her own mind was whirling, and she was thinking thoughts faster than she had ever thought before.
The bunny had spent time trying to come up with her own bunny language. Even though bunnies could not make words, there were a number of interesting, and in her mind, rather adorable sounds that they could make. She tried teaching the other bunnies. A hop, and she would cluck three times. Eat some grass, that’s two clucks and a honk.
They had never seemed very interested.
However, whatever name she created, she wanted it to be one that a bunny would be capable of saying, even if it required a bit of translation. It did not have to sound exactly the same from a bunny’s mouth as an adventurer’s; that would limit her options far too much.
Tisk? TriTisk? TisTis T’isk?
That sounded good. Yes, Tisk. It even translated easily into a sound she could actually vocalize as a bunny. It was not an elegant name, but she was a simple bunny.
Suddenly she was no longer she. The bunny was no longer the small blue bunny that the other bunnies just looked at strangely. She was Tisk. The good little bunny was Tisk. The certified cute by adventurers bunny was Tisk.
Tisk had not needed to find her name. Perhaps that was the way of adventurers. Tisk had chosen her name for herself.
Tisk had a name, and as she would later come to realize, that changed everything.




Chapter 4

Escape



Tisk felt that she was in a bit of a bind. It was not the first time she had been in trouble, but it was undoubtedly the most confusing time. The answer to her problem was simple, run away. It was the execution that flummoxed her.
If the adventurers were different creatures, like some of the nasty ones that lived further in the dungeon that she had learned to avoid on the rare occasions they either wandered up to her cave or were chased there by adventurers, then she would already be dead. By all rights, she should have been dead at that moment, just on principle. She had slipped up and been captured. Yes, she was basically dead, and Tisk had no idea how one was supposed to go about coming back from the dead.
What made it a true tragedy was that she had just gotten a name.
Part of the problem was that she was not exactly sure how much trouble she was in. The adventurers seemed to have decided that they would not kill her, that it was best to bring her back to Town alive. Ordinarily, Tisk would have been applauding the wisdom of such a decision. That is, she would have applauded if she had paws like the two-legs. However, there were circumstances that the two-legs seemed unaware of.
Dying would be better. There was no rule against dying. Granted, a bunny should try to avoid it, not much to be gained by dying, but it was an inevitable part of life for all things. It would be rather hard, even for the dungeon, to make a rule against dying.
But there was a rule for her against leaving this part of the dungeon. She didn’t know what would happen if the adventurers tried to take her out. She didn’t even know if they could. Though she had come very close to the exit, perilously close in this case, she had never dared to touch the boundary. Some rules were worth probing, such as the prohibition against harming her precious flowers. However, she had never seen any value in looking for a way around this particular rule.
She had seen adventurers take creatures out of the cave before. Most often, the monsters and beasts were dead or in some other state of having been rendered into small chunks by the sharp iron and steel rocks of the adventurers. Tisk thought it likely that the rules didn’t apply to somebunny who was dead. Of course, given that her goal was to not die, that did not particularly help her.
Some creatures, however, left the cave in a state at least somewhat resembling being alive, much like her current state resembled life even if it might be closer to death. They would often be tied up and either carried, led, or pulled out of the cavern. While it should be obvious to even the simplest of bunnies that rules were rules, they obviously had many degrees of nuance and were perhaps too complicated for a bunny with such a tiny brain to understand.
She was willing to admit that she was not sure if those rules had ever applied to the other creatures at all. It was a matter of simple fact to any observer that not all beings followed the same set of rules as bunnykind. If they had words they could share with her, perhaps they could let her know. But they did not. However, at the same time, Tisk had never seen a creature other than the adventurers voluntarily leave the cave.
Now they were arguing about the best way to accomplish just that.
Would they stick her in a sack? Tie her up and leave her near the entrance? Simply continue to hold and carry her? Tisk did not know, and neither, it seemed, did the adventuring party. She was grateful for their disagreement because it gave her more time to think. She did not believe, rightly so in her opinion, that a regular bunny would be able to find a way out of this predicament. That meant her escape could not be predicated on her being a bunny and doing ordinary bunny things. She had to think outside of the proverbial bunny, as it were. Her strength was her intelligence. At least she liked to think so; otherwise, she had very little in the way of strength. It was time to prove the value of her intellect.
Eventually, she came upon an idea. It was crazy, but it was the only one that her brain could produce that might give her any hope. Oh, she certainly considered just squirming or kicking, but that was a thing an ordinary bunny might do, and the blond-haired human could tighten her grasp all too easily. Currently, Tisk’s hope lay in the fact that the human seemed to be gentle and concerned about causing Tisk harm.
Most of the adventurers were not built like proper predators, even though they often acted like them. They made themselves more resilient with their fake skins and shells; it had been rather shocking the first time she had seen a two-leg “sir” remove its shell, but fact was fact. They also gave themselves fangs and claws with their rocks of iron and steel.
The question then, could she make herself a predator as well? Tisk thought it unlikely. After all, she was just a small bunny. However, the two-legs were all soft as well, and they could be predators. Yes, they were bigger than her, but she did not need to defeat them. She simply needed to make herself threatening enough that the human would drop her in fright. What came after that was something she would figure out as she went.
Tisk stilled herself, being very calm, and like she hoped, the human holding lowered her slightly as well as loosened her grip. Tisk’s goal, at this point, was not escape. A sudden movement would surely prompt the grip to be tightened, and it would likely elicit a reaction from the others as well. She had already seen how fast this human was. No, she simply wanted to be closer to the human’s waist.
When not in use, they stored their fake-claws in strange little pockets near their hips. Tisk looked at one such sharp stone now. It was only slightly below eye level. The hand on her head would keep her from leaping up out of the arm that was below her, but it would not prevent Tisk from reaching down.
The iron implement was her goal. A dagger, she thought it was called. Though she was not entirely certain of that fact. It seemed as if there were many different names depending on the shape and size of the claw or fang, and she honestly felt it was all very confusing, though that was often to be expected when it came to the adventurers. A claw was a claw, and a tooth was a tooth. Though, perhaps it was because these things were truly neither claw nor tooth that there were so many different names. It did seem disingenuous to call the implement a claw. At least without the “fake” part in front of it.
Tisk looked at her miserable fore-paws. They could not bend like a human’s, and they could not hold the dagger. But while the joy of properly holding something in one paw might never be known to her, she thought she might be able to use both paws working together. She turned her paws, painfully pushing them to their limits until the pads were more or less facing one another.
Then she reached forward.
The tiny paws were on either side of the part of the dagger she thought might have been called the “hilt.” She pushed them together with all of her might, trying to apply pressure on the hilt. Her body was not constructed for such actions, and she could tell that “all her might” was not very much might at all. Tisk was a very small bunny, after all.
She pulled back and was promptly disappointed at the lack of success. Her paws simply slid along the strange material of the hilt. However, the argument between the adventurers had become more heated. Tisk was not sure if anyone was paying attention to her small movements, and they certainly seemed distracted. She still doubted the odds of a traditional escape attempt working, but if things continued to escalate, it might become worth it. She was not a fan of squirming and wiggling, but Tisk thought she could handle it if it seemed like it might have a shot.
She tried three more times and had to take a break, shifting her paws to try to alleviate the soreness and pain. There was a brief moment of panic when the human female began to shift upward, but Tisk started to squeak in protest. Even though Tisk was unable to properly share her words with the humans, she had still managed to convey her displeasure. The human lowered her back down if only to keep her calm. It had been a calculated risk. Making noise might have drawn unwanted attention onto her. However, she felt that their argument still had not reached anything close to a conclusion and that even if she temporarily drew their eyes, they would return to trying to reach a decision shortly.
Tisk was not sure how long she had been in the human’s arms. Even in the best of situations, time was something she had a poor handle on. There was the rising and setting of the sun and the passing of the moon. But Tisk had no idea how one was to measure one moment to the next. It was clear to her that the dwarfs at least had some methodology for such thing, discussing minutes and hours while consulting small metal disks. She thought it was something they had shared with the humans and elves because they at least understood the significance. However, it was usually the dwarves that had the disks that were used to talk about those methods of tracking time.
Tisk did not have one of those disks. Even if she did, she doubted it would do her much good. She was just a bunny and did not really know what a minute, let alone an hour was. All she knew was that it felt like she had been captured for a very long time. However, from the conversation which she was still paying at least partial attention to, it could not have been all that long at all.
Whether it had been a short time or a long time, the one thing Tisk knew was that it would be a good guess that she did not have much time left. She needed the dagger. She needed to become a predator.
She stretched out her tiny bunny arms again, pressing them against the hilt, and tried to pull one more time. Tisk poured her entire bunny soul into the task.
To her immense surprise, it moved that time.
It might be proper to say that the dagger had jerked out of the hilt. It certainly would have felt that way to a simple bunny. However, upon reflection, Tisk decided if it had been described that way to a human observer, they would have felt that the describer did not really understand what the work “jerked” meant at all. Less than an inch of dwarven-wrought steel was bared after all, and the motion would barely be perceptible to any human who might be holding a bunny while in an argument with her peers.
Tisk felt her paws trembling as she tried to hold the dagger and continue to pull it back. Her little bunny instincts were telling her to stop doing whatever it was that she was doing. At one point in time, she might have bowed under the pressure of those instincts, but while her brain was very tiny, it was large enough to force her through it.
She pressed her paws together with more strength than she would have thought possible and ground her teeth as she tried to ignore the pain in her muscles and joints. Bit by bit, she pulled the dagger from the dagger-shaped pocket it was kept in, but she did not think she would be strong enough. As it lifted, her angle on it was changing, and she could exert less and less strength.
Then the adventurer shifted Tisk again, moving her bunny body upwards. Tisk might have lost the dagger, but her claws caught on the wrapped hilt. The weapon slid upward out of its sheath, following Tisk.
It was a lot heavier than Tisk would have guessed.
Many things happened at once, and like her capture, most of it was a strange and confusing blur. After the fact, she would later be able to sort out the most pertinent details of the following events.
The dagger was heavy.
The human had apparently suddenly decided to sit on a boulder as she shifted Tisk. That, in turn, changed the angle of the dagger and its pocket relative to the ground.
Apparently, a partially drawn dagger is capable of removing itself from its pocket once enough of it is out.
Tisk’s bunny paws were nowhere near strong enough to support the weight of a dagger. It was likely that her insane idea of becoming a predator would never be possible and had no hope from the start. Honestly, she was a smart enough bunny that she should have known better. There was no way something as small and weak as she would ever be able to wield a weapon.
However, even as her plan failed and the dagger fell, there was a flurry of motion. The movement was noticeable to the humans, and things began to kick into action even before the blade clattered against stone.
Despite the blond human’s fast reflexes, she was apparently also easily startled.
Tisk was not sure what motion, exactly, had caused it, but she was confident that she had been catapulted through the air. She had a distinct memory of looking down and seeing the black fur on the top of one of the human’s heads. She thought it was the one that had called her a lagomorph, but considering her situation when she made that observation, Tisk was not willing to put much stock into it.
As she sailed through the air, without much grace, unfortunately, she heard several things being yelled out at once.
“What in the world?”
“Did that bunny just draw-”
“Quick grab it!”
The impact with the ground was unfortunately quite painful, though it was not as disorienting as it probably should have been. With everything that had happened, Tisk felt it would take an awful lot to disorient her at this point. She was not sure if she had broken anything, though there was an awful lot of pain coming from one of her toes, where she thought a claw may have been left behind with the dagger hilt. The pain was not, at the moment, something she could worry about.
Tisk was not sure who reacted first. The adventurers were all momentarily shocked and stunned by what had happened, but while Tisk had thought she was prepared, she did hit the ground rather hard. However, she was on her home turf.
A typical bunny survival strategy was to run to a hole and hide. Tisk thought it was perfectly sensible and had no complaints against it in general principle. However, in practice, it left much to be desired. For one thing, an adventurous or curious bunny might find itself far away from its hole. In such a situation, said bunny would have to hope it could run fast enough before whatever predator that wanted to do unspeakable things to said bunny caught it.
That was a problem solved quickly enough. When combining Tisk’s natural bunny instincts with her intellect, she was able to come up with a solution as well as several other clever tricks that had helped a small bunny like her survive.
One of those tricks, and perhaps the most important one, were the bolt holes she had dug. Tisk had been positioning them strategically so that she would hopefully always be within sprinting distance of one, and even from within their safety, she could potentially have a view of any nearby adventurers.
As Tisk felt she had well established, she was not stupid. These bolt holes only had one way in or out. Even if a predator would be unable to reach her, a particularly patient predator could simply set itself down outside the hole.
At that point, it would become a waiting game. While Tisk personally thought she was very patient, she also had to admit that she was perhaps not the best judge of such things. There were some predators, if they smelled frightened prey, that would not mind sitting still for suns. After all, it did not take much energy to wait patiently outside of a hole.
So, she had come up with a solution. It had been an unpleasant task, but bits of stinkweed were now near the entrance of each hole. Packing it around the opening of her holes helped to prevent a predator from realizing she was inside one unless it had seen her escape.
If it had seen her enter the hole? Well, the stinkweed provided her with another option she realized she was going to make use of.
She thought, for just one foolish moment, that she had made her escape and would be able to return to her normal bunny life. Tisk had made it to one of her holes fast enough. Unfortunately, not so fast that the adventurers were unable to see where she had gone. At first, the bunny simply sat at the back of the hole, staring at the one way in or out while trying to calm her heart. If things went poorly, she needed to be ready to act rationally.
The light spilling in from the entrance was blocked out as an enormous eye appeared at the entrance. Perhaps the eye was not that massive; it was likely no larger than the eye of an ordinary adventurer. However, at that moment, that seemed enormous enough to Tisk.
“Yeah, she’s in here. Just sitting near the entrance. Hold on, I think I can reach her.”
A long and sinuous arm entered her hole. When she had dug her bolt holes, it had been with most of the dungeon’s other natural predators in mind, and it was alarming just how deep the arm could reach. None of the other threats she had to face were burrowers, and she had never been concerned with them digging her out. However, Tisk had never considered one of them simply… reaching all the way in like that.
Snakes would have been able to do something like that, of course, but they never left their tunnels. However, as Tisk had that thought, she could not help but think how similar the arm looked to one of those writhing scale-heads and how the grasping hand was like a mouth with fangs.
She scrunched back, pushing herself to the side, and the arm just narrowly slid past her. The strange and wondrous digits on the end of the adventurer’s arm were groping around in the dirt, momentarily grasping at rocks and bits of shed fur.
Tisk considered biting one of them. She could likely pierce the skin on the arm and draw a bit of blood, but she doubted it would cause much real harm to something that large. However, if she were to bite those much smaller and nimble toes at the end of the arm, fingers they were called, she wondered if she might be able to just bite one off. Her jaw and teeth were not designed for it, and she was not a very strong bunny, but if she was strategic about where she bit, it might be possible.
But the adventurers were not angry right now. Shocked and surprised, yes, but it did not seem like they intentionally intended her any harm. They wanted to remove her from the cave, and that simply could not be allowed to happen, but Tisk did not want to escalate things more than she needed to. Though... perhaps she would need to escalate just a little.
“One sec…”
The arm retracted, and for a moment, Tisk futilely hoped it was over, but then the eye returned. At her slightly shifted angle, she could make out more of the adventurer's face as well. She thought it was the one who had called her a “Lagomorph,” whatever that meant.
“No, she’s still there.”
It was time to strike. Tisk was ready to use her secret last-ditch weapon against predators.
Her paw shot forward, rapidly thumping a bunch of stinkweed in front of her. The sickly, yellow pollen lining the plant exploded forward in a cloud. The way she had positioned the plant, most of it went outwards away from her hole. However, it was inevitable that some would flow back down towards her, and she clenched her eyes shut.
A cry of indignation and shock, perhaps even pain, roared down into her tiny little escape hole. Tisk could sympathize somewhat. She had tried to time it so that she was letting out a sharp breath from her nose as the cloud expanded, but she could still feel the stench crawling around her nostrils, and her eyes and nose burned.
Still, she had no time to spare.
At the back of the hole, she dug, not to escape, at least not directly. She dug just to create a small alcove slightly to the side along the bottom of the tunnel. Each time her left forepaw scraped along the ground, there was another shock of pain and streak of blood left in the packed soil, but she could worry about that if she survived. Tisk could hear the other adventurers asking what was wrong and one of them, presumably the one who had just gotten a face full of stinkweed, cursing up a storm.
She nestled herself into the divot, she was a small bunny after all and could easily fit, and she used her hind legs to kick some dirt up over her body. Tisk just hoped it would be enough.
“OK, let me check.”
“Get that plant out of the way first.”
Tisk could not see from where she was trying to conceal herself, but what she heard painted a clear enough picture. The second adventurer was more cautious. Their hand grasped the stinkweed, ignoring the uncomfortable nettles on its surface and pulled it all out of the hole, removing her defensive line.
There was silence for a moment and then words that were terrifying in how close their speaker was.
“I don’t see it.”
And then three simultaneous responses, though her terror made it nearly impossible to keep track of them.
“Are you sure?”
“You should check again. Maybe you just missed the rabbit.”
“You did not seem to look very closely.”
The voice near her hole again, “You want to look? Ask Emily how her eyes are doing.”
“Let’s see if the water helps. I’ll call if she suffers still. Respond, the ancestors will.”
“Great Mother, do you have to talk like that all the time?”
“What are you worried about. You didn’t get all the stinkweed out?”
“I don’t know. I think so, but this is an unusual situation, and I don’t think I would want to bet on it. Again, feel free to look yourself.”
The voice moved away, but she heard the adventurers begin to argue about what to do, just as they had earlier. She wished that she could be glad that the first adventurer who had gotten a face full of stinkweed pollen did not sound like they had taken any permanent damage, but her mind was too frozen in fear to do much more than vaguely process what she heard.
Taking slow breaths, she did her best to control her breathing. Tisk would hold her breath if she felt like she could do it long enough to make a difference. As it was, she wished she could somehow silence her beating heart. Surely it was a beacon telling the adventurers exactly where she was.
Yet, they did not comment on the rhythmic pounding coming from her hiding spot. The roar of blood was audible only to her. It was no different than her words in that way, she supposed.
Tisk thought she had acted intelligently. At the very least, she had made the best decision she could after making the mistake of getting herself caught in the first place. But she was not sure if all of her careful preparations and on-the-fly thinking would be enough. If the adventurers thought she was valuable enough, even her hiding spot in her hole would not be sufficient to deter them. They could simply tear up the ground if they were really that desperate.
She wished she knew exactly how much she would be worth to the adventurers. At the very least, she might learn a new number. However, it seemed like that very uncertainty was what had stalled the adventurers. It seemed like her daring escape had increased their estimated value of her, but at the same time made them concerned that this was all some new type of dungeon trap.
Part of her, she supposed, was a little bit flattered that adventurers seemed to think she was worth so much time and consideration. Surely, it put her a notch above the other bunnies, not that any of them would see it that way. Though, as proud as she was, right that instant, Tisk would rather they were uninterested.
Finally, she heard the conversation change in a way that allowed some of her muscles to unclench.
“Forget it. Let’s just keep an eye open for other blue bunnies. We’ve already wasted enough time on this.”
“Hey, look at the bright side, the guild gives bounties on even rumors of new monsters if they turn out to be reputable.”
“Yeah, but maybe we want to keep this to ourselves. It won’t look good that we let a rabbit escape from us.”
“Agreed. Besides, it seemed fairly elusive. If no one else is looking for it, maybe we will get a chance to catch it in the future.”
Those last words put Tisk a bit back on edge. The idea that one, or possibly more, groups of adventurers could be out looking specifically for her was not a pleasant thought. Oh, again, it was flattering, but she could not see how anything good could come of it. However, despite her misgivings about the end of their conversation, it seemed like they were giving up.
Her sensitive ears could clearly hear them as they walked away. One, two, three, four sets of footsteps. Tisk was thankful at that moment for her ability to count. As she started to extricate herself from her half-buried state and to breathe normally again, she froze in place.
What if the adventurers had realized she understood their words. She did not see how it was possible, but they were undoubtedly clever enough to come up with a way. They could have used that knowledge to lure Tisk into a false sense of security. Maybe they had used their expressive faces and fore-paws to exchange a silent plan. That was the type of thing adventurers did when stalking a wary prey, after all. The group could be lying in wait. Perhaps they were even right outside of her hole but positioned so she would not be able to easily see them.
She had heard four pairs of footsteps… But what if two of them had walked away on all four of their legs. She had never seen an adventurer do that before, but she saw no reason why they could not do it. It could have accounted for the sound. The other two could just be out there… waiting…
Tisk did not move. Instead, she waited for any sign that it was either safe or unsafe to leave. She received none, so she continued to wait. She was not sure how long she spent there, but it seemed very long indeed to her small bunny understanding. Eventually, she even fell asleep waiting.
When she woke up, Tisk was disoriented. She was not in her regular hole, and it took her a moment to remember what had happened. Now she honestly had no idea how long it had been since the adventurers had pretended to give up.
She wanted to look out of the hole, to take just a little peek. However, that was all they would need to capture her and forcefully remove her from the cavern. So she waited still. It was a bit easier; the sleep had helped calm her. A simpler bunny would have likely forgotten the danger.
Luckily, as she was in no immediate peril, she was able to occupy herself with thinking. She had considered digging deeper but did not want the noise or dirt being thrown from the hole to tip off the adventurers. Besides, her poor paw seemed to hurt much more now that adrenaline was no longer coursing through her blood. 
Tisk was content to sit and think about a great many things on her list to think about.
However, eventually, she began to get thirsty. And then she began to get hungry. It had been a while since she had eaten any grass. Tisk was patient, or so she told herself. But eventually, it came to a point where her body had needs, and they were not something she could just ignore with her mind.
It took a while longer for her to work up the courage. It may have taken longer, but her thirst was a powerful motivating factor. When she was finally ready, Tisk poked her head out.
There was no one to be seen, except for other bunnies hopping about in the early morning light streaming through the cave.




Chapter 5

Numbers



Tisk’s ears perked up at a new word: “one hundred.”
From the sound of it, she thought it might be a new number. Numbers, she felt, were extremely clever. Whoever came up with them, assuming someone came up with them at all and they had not merely always been around, was someone to be lauded.
She had picked up numbers, like she had picked up most things, by paying attention to the adventurers. Occasionally they would say things like “there are three monsters ahead,” or “I count 6 of the critters.”
When she had first become aware of the concept, Tisk had momentarily been caught by the fanciful idea of trying to count how many words she knew. Luckily, despite her small brain, Tisk was a smart bunny. She quickly saw the trap for what it was. For each word she counted, she would need another number. But each number, was in of itself, a word. Eventually, she would have counted all of her own non-word numbers, but then would need to start counting how many numbers she knew. At that point, she would need to learn even more numbers to count them all.
Yes, it would have been merely an exercise in futility.
However, Tisk was proud to say, even though no one could hear her say it, she knew all of the numbers up to 12. She also knew the numbers 15, 17, and 18. Unfortunately, she did not yet know the number between 17 and 15, nor the two numbers between 12 and 15. The reason she thought there were numbers between those because there could be more than 12 of something but less than 15, and so it seemed a reasonable conclusion to her.
For a while, she had thought about coming up with her own names for those numbers, but in the end, she decided it might become confusing if she ever learned the proper names. Naming a number was nothing like naming a weed or plant. Numbers were obviously a set and meant to work together.
Tisk was satisfied with being able to count up to twelve. Most things that needed counting tended to be less than 12 anyway. The most important of things, such as how many predators she could see coming towards her, was usually just one. Besides, she had come up with some tricks that could let her count higher.
If she wanted to get from 12 to 15, she could use “12 and 1, and then 12 and 2” to fill in the missing numbers. She had realized that when she had noticed that counting to 2 was simply counting to one, and then counting another one.
At one point, she had decided that she wanted to count how many blades of grass she ate a day. However, the number was obviously something larger than 12, but she had come up with an ingenious method to solve the problem.
Instead of counting the number of blades of grass, she instead could count the number of groups of 12 blades of grass she ate. Using that method, she could count up to 12 groups of 12 blades of grass. The problem was, she had counted up to 12 groups of 12 and was still eating grass. The day had hardly even begun! It occurred to her that she could count groups of 12 groups of 12. That process could likely be continued indefinitely.
However, keeping track of the number of groups, and groups of groups, and then individual blades there were seemed much too complicated for her little brain. In the end, she had decided that the answer was simply that she ate a great deal of grass in a day.
She had overheard other numbers, like this new one, but without the context to know exactly how large they were. Was one hundred 18 and 2? Perhaps it was 18 and another 18. She simply had no way of knowing. Occasionally she could make guesses on roughly how big a number was based on if the two-legs acted as if they were large.
Often she learned those out of context numbers when hearing adventurers talk about gold, silver, copper, or other metals that they seemed very focused on. In particular, when they found little disks made of the metals was when they would make guesses at how many there might be. She never had enough time or the right angle to count the metal disks, and the really frustrating thing was that she did not know why the adventurers cared so much about them.
Tisk had tried tasting an unguarded disk once and found it was just as hard as other rock. The adventurers never seemed to eat them either. She could understand the tools they used to turn themselves into predators. But the “coins” appeared to have no use and were counted using numbers that she only had a vague notion of.
She had some guesses regarding certain numbers. For example, she was fairly sure that she knew what the number “twenty-nine” was. Tisk felt that the adventurer had likely misspoken and meant to say “twenty nines,” or perhaps it was only a shorter way to say it. She was just a simple bunny, so it should not have surprised her that the obviously much more learned adventurers would have come up with the same grouping method that she had developed. Twenty-nine was simply twenty groups of nines. Of course, considering she did not know how many twenty was in the first place, the knowledge was limited in how helpful it was. However, considering that nine was already a respectable number, and twenty must be bigger than 12, twenty nines must be a very large number indeed.
Of course, it was strange how the size of numbers seemed to change depending on the context. It had turned out that 12 groups of 12 blades of grass were not very much grass at all. However, she felt that 12 groups of 12 bunnies would be far too many. In fact, even one bunny could be enough if it was as cute and intelligent as her. “Ten” could be many, or it could be little. It all depended on what she was counting. Numbers were strange that way.
While it was clear that this new number was actually a counting of groups, it was one group of whatever hundred was, she had no clue how large it was. Perhaps hundred was even larger than twenty. From the context, it sounded as if that might be the case.
Tisk hopped after the two adventurers. They were both human males. However, one was much older and had a dangerous air about him. The other one was certainly one of the younger adventurers she had ever seen.
“They really found a full one hundred coins in the chest?” the younger one asked.
“That’s right,” said the older one.
“I… I guess I’m not sure what the problem is. I mean, I know it's the guild’s job to regulate these sorts of things, but I’m not sure why.”
The older man stopped and sighed while the younger man looked like he wanted to shrink away.
“You’re still young and learning the business. But if you ever want to become a guild representative, you are going to need to start using your head more, or you’ll never be more than my apprentice.”
“Yes, sir,” the younger human stammered.
Tisk wondered at one of the words the man had used repeatedly. “Guild” was something that many adventurers had mentioned. Tisk had thought it meant “large group of two-legs,” much like the word “fluffle” meant “gathering of adorable bunnies.” However, the way the man was speaking, it sounded like there was a purpose to this group that went beyond just “eat grass and hop about.”
“We make sure risk and reward are balanced. Too much risk ends up being self-regulating. If a dungeon is too dangerous compared to what adventurers can get out of it, they will just stop going, and the dungeon will self-correct. In those cases, we just need to make sure people are well informed about the potential risk level.”
“The classification system?”
Tisk felt confused. The way they were talking, it almost sounded as if there was more than one dungeon. But that could not be right.
“Exactly. However, the opposite situation is much more of a problem. From a dungeon’s perspective, there isn’t much of a reason for it not to just give out piles of gold to draw people in. We still don’t fully understand how they operate, but it does not seem to cost them much effort. And they don’t want to kill us, not exactly - well not most of the time. So if left unchecked most dungeons will end up offering treasures far exceeding their risks.”
“But sir, I understand the rest of it, but that’s where I don’t see the problem.”
The man shook his head again as he leaned against a tree. “Use your head, boy. Think about what happens if gold flows out of a dungeon like water. What would happen if everyone in the world were suddenly given 100 gold coins?”
“That would be great! Everyone would be rich.”
“Perhaps. However, think about that innkeeper back in Town. What do you think he would do with his prices if he knew that every one of his customers had 100 gold pieces, hmm?”
Tisk tried to think of the answer herself, but she simply did not know enough of how adventurers used coins to figure it out.
Luckily for her, the boy answered, “Well… I suppose he would increase his prices.”
“Exactly. Now think about it. Would it just be the innkeeper? No, everyone would do so. If you had spent years saving up a few gold coins before this happened, well, they would be worthless now. And as time goes on, that gold will flow up to the truly rich and powerful, and everyone else will be poor again, but only now they won’t even be able to afford an inn room. But our problem is even worse.”
The man pushed himself off the tree as he began to walk towards the deeper tunnels and continued to talk. “In this case, it is not everyone, but only those who go into the dungeon. Why should a farmer work and toil his entire life for coppers, when he knows that a day in a dungeon if he gets lucky, could make him rich for life?”
“Well…” the young man hesitantly answered, “dungeons are dangerous. You don’t get to the big treasures without… oh.”
“Now, you get it. Big payouts are fine, especially if the risk is consummate, but we need to be careful to monitor just how much flows from dungeons. A few years back, I had to deal with a dungeon that was giving out far too many iron goods as weapons. Normally, it’s hard for that to be an issue. There is always a need for blacksmiths, weaponsmiths, and all their ilk. There are too many things dungeons don’t produce even as treasure, and it’s hard for the rewards to fit specific needs. Adventurers will want specially built gear, and rulers will want their soldiers to be all outfitted the same way.”
“How did the iron become a problem then?”
“Normally, with anything other than currency, it’s difficult, for practical reasons, for a dungeon to output enough to have much effect on the economy beyond a regional level. However, in this case, the dungeon somehow got it into its head to start giving out high-grade steel ingots, along with the carts to take them away. The amount of steel that left the dungeon was enough that if we had not intervened, there might have been a war. If any dungeon becomes too profitable, it becomes something to fight over. Before the guild was established, that was the way of things.”
Tisk nodded her head. She did not really understand most of what he said, but he spoke with such confidence and the wisdom of many moons that she was sure he must have many words and know all of their meaning.
They walked in silence for a moment.
“So are we here to destroy the dungeon?” the young man asked.
Tisk wanted to snort. What a ridiculous idea.
The older man stopped and scanned his surroundings, in alarm. Looking up at the ceiling, he spoke loudly, almost yelling. “We are NOT here to bring any harm to the dungeon. Besides, you need specialized gear to destroy a dungeon, and we clearly do not have any of that equipment. We mean the dungeon NO harm. Understand that, boy?”
The younger man seemed startled by his partner’s actions but nodded his head rapidly and then said, “What are we here for?”
“We are here to talk to the dungeon peacefully. They are intelligent in their own way. The guild always establishes contact with new dungeons when we can and explains to them the way we can live in harmony. Notice that no monsters have attacked us yet? It recognizes me. If it thought we meant it actual harm, it would be sending all of its defenders at us and do everything in its power to kill us.”
“So we just explain it is giving out too much gold.”
“Exactly that. We need to reach the heart of the dungeon, though. While it is aware of everything in its reach, dungeons seem to have a harder time comprehending us when we are far from their core. Either that or they just like making us walk all the way down and then back up. We will explain the problem, and it will rebalance. Sometimes we may need to negotiate if the dungeon is stubborn. Only, if that fails, do things escalate, and even then, we would need to bring it to the guild heads first.”
The man seemed satisfied that the dungeon was not going to kill them outright for their foolish conversation. Tisk was impressed with the dungeon’s benevolence. The way they were speaking, she personally would have found insulting. However, before he could take another three steps, he had stopped again.
His sword was out now and in front of him. His other arm was out to his side, blocking the path of his apprentice.
In front of them were another two adventurers walking out of the snake tunnel. Tisk had never seen them enter the bunny cave, and she could not imagine how they had gotten past her. Perhaps they had been waiting deeper in the dungeon for longer than she had been paying attention, or maybe they were newly created by the dungeon, though she had never actually seen the dungeon create adventurers. It was, however, something that she knew must happen somewhere. She had assumed Town, but maybe that was a mistaken assumption.
These two were unusual for adventurers, however. They had no weapons, and their armor was strange. It did not look hard at all and seemed made of smooth and slick fabric. Sometimes adventurers could be covered in a variety of colors, but their outer layers were all black, white, and brown.
“Are you members of the guild? No parties are supposed to be in the dungeon today?” the old man finally asked the new duo.
The taller of the two, a man, at least she thought it was a man, answered. “We are with a guild of sorts, I suppose. We have business here on this day. You there, boy. Are you Adrian Thresher - of the Riverbend Village? Your home was destroyed by the self-proclaimed Dread Lord?”
The boy’s eyes widened as he replied, “How di-”
“Who are you two?” The man cut them off.
The shorter of the duo pulled out a crystal cylinder that Tisk could see straight through. At either end, there were metal caps with a variety of small metal protrusions that the woman, man - again Tisk was not sure - twisted. Suddenly there was an explosion of colors centered around the boy.
Thin strands of what Tisk thought might be threads floated through the air, orbiting the boy apparently called Adrian Thresher. Many of the threads were a dull grey, but some glowed with a bright golden light.
“What did you do?” The older man stepped forward, brandishing his sword.
“Relax. Look, the boy is fine. My partner is merely putting the boy’s destiny on display.”
The young man, Adrian, looked around himself in wonder. “That’s my destiny? Can you tell me my fate?”
“Don’t listen to them. There is no such thing as fate, and the only destiny is the one we make,” said the older adventurer, practically growling.
The taller of the two newcomers, a man Tisk now thought, seemed almost bored as he responded, “I am afraid you are only half right twice over.”
The shorter of the two, a woman, certainly, stepped towards Adrian, and from the way, the older adventurer was tensing, Tisk was surprised that he had not struck. She looked closer to him and, perhaps more importantly for a bunny, really took in the scent.
Yes, he was angry, but there was something more. The adventurer, who had struck Tisk as extremely confident, was afraid.
However, as she smelled the air, she realized that there was something beyond the strange-smelling duo, the sweat of fear and anger on the man, and the tinge of excitement on the boy Adrian. It was so overwhelming that Tisk was not sure how she had not noticed it earlier. Surely the smell had not always been there.
It was filling her nostrils with a heady warmth, smelling sickly-sweet like a flower nine groups of nine times over. Tisk had never smelled or felt anything like it. However, it was nearly every sun that Tisk experienced something new for the first time. This was more like the first time she had seen an adventurer or learned a word. It was incomparable to all of her previous experiences, and she did not know how it fit in with anything.
Reluctantly, she shook her head, trying to clear the smell from her nose and focus back on the situation at paw. The woman was near Adrian now, but nothing had happened yet. She was running her fingers near the floating, intertwining threads but never touching them.
Her hand came to a large thread, and Tisk realized it was actually many threads twisted together. It was not one of the few glowing lines, but there was a weight and importance about it. The woman’s gloved hand paused.
“This is your future. You train and practice for many years. However, eventually, you become a great warrior and make many allies. You lead an army with your beloved beside you and return to your homeland to liberate it. The Dread Lord dies by your blade.”
Tisk had never seen someone look so happy as the boy did right that instant. Tisk could tell he wanted to ask questions, but he barely restrained himself as the woman - yes, Tisk was reasonably sure she was a she - continued. Her hand reached the end of the thick bundle, but it was then that Tisk realized that it did not stop. Instead, it narrowed and somehow connected to one of the golden threads.
“This here is where the problem is. After your victory, you go on to do great things, oh destined hero of fate. You go on to cause important changes that will truly shift the grand scheme. That we cannot allow.”
A cascade of things happened so fast that Tisk had trouble following it all. The woman had drawn a pair of blades from some interior pocket. Tisk had twice seen an adventurer using something like them, shears she thought they might be called, or perhaps scissors. One had used them to mend his cloak mid-dungeon. The other had used it to carefully remove organs from a monster.
As the woman pulled the tool out with an almost casual indifference, whatever it was that had been holding the older adventurer back snapped, and he lunged forward with a yell. However, it seemed like the taller… Tisk could tell now that these new people were not adventurers. They were something else entirely. Something other than adventurers. The taller Other had been waiting for the attack. He spoke a single word.
“[Temprohuse]”
The attacker froze mid-air, as the boy stopped with his mouth open.
Tisk watched in wonder as neither of them moved.
“My, I’m surprised you used that one. It might have revealed our location. Was that really wise?” said the woman.
“Was it wise to provoke him? Get to work, the spell won’t last forever, and I need to focus on editing their memories. Thank you for making that little job oh so much easier by the way. I love it when I need to deal with life-altering revelations as opposed to a random, casual encounter with strangers,” said the man.
“Quit your complaining. I never get an opportunity to have any fun… Are we going to edit the dungeon’s memories?”
“By the Plan! You really don’t understand anything beyond your specialization, do you? It won’t understand any of this, and it’s not going to share what it is seeing with anyone. The dungeons are naturally occurring anomalies. Pawns to be taken advantage of. Their auras may hide our activities, but they are not real players. Now, as I said, get to work!”
“Fine fine, I’ll take care of it,” the woman said with a dismissive wave of her hand.
Tisk watched as the woman stalked around the frozen form of Adrian. The strange woman ignored the warrior, but Tisk noticed that she was careful not to touch any of the strands that still seemed to move, despite the spell affecting two members of the guild.
The other used her scissors and cut the thick thread just before it turned golden. She continued to work, cutting everywhere one of the floating ribbons turned from a dull and nondescript to brilliant and glowing. With each cut, she would hold up her tube and twist one of the metal disks. The golden thread, now free, would then quickly float into the vessel where it seemed safely contained.
While she worked, the spell-caster had his hand on the warrior’s head as he was muttering to himself. Tisk was not sure what he was doing, but from the conversation, it almost sounded as if he was changing the past. Was he taking their words? Her fur bristled at the thought. The mind was too important for anyone, even these others to tamper with…
But there was not much she could do. Even if she were a ferocious predator, the spell-caster would just freeze her like the two adventurers. Tisk could not imagine anyway she could prevent these monsters from carrying out their profane actions. The best she could offer the adventurers was a silent promise that she would remember where they could not. If she ever did crack the secret to talking, someday she would track them down and return to them what was being stolen.
“I’ve got it all,” said the woman.
“You’re sloppy. Look at your feet.”
The woman jumped back, startled, when she realized that loose bits of the golden thread had fallen to the ground near where she was standing.
“Well, are you going to get the rest of it?” said the man between muttering.
The woman looked down for a bit and then glanced at her tube. Tisk thought she understood the problem. The woman had captured all the other threads by bringing the tube at them from the side, keeping it fairly level. On the ground, she would need to tilt the container. Tisk was not sure why that part was an issue, but it was obviously the source of the woman’s consternation.
Finally, the woman just shrugged her shoulders. “It should be fine. They’ve already been severed from the main source and are dissipating. I doubt there is enough energy there to reconstitute.”
The man just sighed and did not say anything in response. The woman waved the glass tube in the air, and Tisk’s eyes were locked to the glowing shapes twisting inside.
“But look at this? Fate is really starting to get a bit desperate, isn’t she? I mean, have you seen such strong lines before?” asked the woman.
“Don’t play with it like that. I’m done with him. I need you to wrap up with the boy so that I can fix him.”
“Fine fine. You’re always so grouchy,” the woman paused while tucking the tube away and pulling out a box, “so what do you think. We should probably still let him kill the Dread Lord. Let him achieve his life’s ambition. That would be nice, wouldn’t it? But, it would make for a better story if he died from the wounds he takes in battle.”
“You know I don’t care. As long as you don’t make a mess of things by creating a snarl or some other blunder, you can give the boy the destiny of a king for all I care,” said the man.
The woman frowned back at the man before turning to the wooden box with a smile on her face. When she flipped open the lid, Tisk could just barely make out many glass vials nestled in padding, just like a bunny might take comfort in its warren.
Tisk was startled as the woman’s smile grew even wider. The bunny had never seen a human smile like that, and she could not help but feel unsettled. The woman used a small metal device held between two fingers to grab something from inside one of the vials, and then Tisk saw her pull a thread out.
The other approached the long bundle of what she had called destiny and used the metal tool to place the new thread alongside it. They floated languidly through the air as the woman slowly adjusted their position with her instrument. When she backed away, it looked to Tisk as if she had joined them together, end to end.
Tisk watched as the woman slowly patched new threads into the tapestry floating around the boy. Many were placed with the thick bundle, but others went elsewhere. When she was done, she pulled out the crystal tube again and turned another bit of metal. The threads, other than the golden scraps on the ground, sank into the boy’s skin. When they were gone, the spell-caster stepped up.
After mumbling to himself for a while, he stepped back and glared at the woman, who was tapping her foot while looking at the ceiling.
“Do you have your protective charms? I need to use a mind blast.”
“What? Too hard for you?” the woman mocked.
“You made too strong of an impression on the boy. I’ve done what I can, but the disorienting effects of the blast should ensure everything is fine. They’ll end up thinking a monster got the drop on them, and they were both bashed on the head,” the man said as he glared back at the woman.
“I’ve got them.” She pulled a chain from underneath her shirt as she said, “Go ahead and cast it then. Even with the charms, it still gives me a headache.”
Tisk did not know what happened next. She had seen the man’s lips moving but never heard what came from his lips. Instead, it felt as if some adventurer had cruelly kicked her head, or perhaps like a snake had choked the life out of her.
When she sat back up, the entire cavern seemed to spin. She did not see the others anywhere in sight, but when she tried to focus on that thought, she was not sure who exactly she was looking for. Two adventurers were staggering away from her mumbling to themselves.
There had been two others, right? Two others… Tisk’s head hurt as she tried to concentrate. She didn’t see the adventurers anymore and thought that maybe she had been mistaken. Perhaps there had never been any adventurers at all. But if there were no adventurers, how could there have been others. If there had only been the others, they would not have been other; they just would have been them.
There was something Tisk had promised, though that was a strange thought. Who would she have made a promise to? A boy and an older man? That did not sound quite right.
Focus!
The cave swam a bit less, and Tisk caught sight of something on the ground. It stood out to her clearly, glowing with a golden light. The view cut through the fog, enveloping her mind. That thread, she knew, was important.
Tisk hopped near where the scraps of thread lay on the ground, no longer floating in the air. She remembered that, though even as she did, it was already being enveloped by the fog again. Tisk did not know what the threads were. None of the words the woman- The woman! Yes, there was someone else. None of her words had made any sense, but somehow this all had to do with the threads.
The bunny approached closer, cautious, as she remembered the woman’s hesitation to touch them. However, even as she remembered, she began to forget.
Golden thread was unraveling before her, its substance vaporizing on a faint breeze blowing through the cavern. Tisk did not know what to do. She wanted to run and find the adventurers. This was the sort of thing they were supposed to deal with. Perhaps she could headbutt them and drive them back here. The thread was something more important than anything she had seen before, and it was too beautiful to let disappear.
But they were already gone, and in the time it would take Tisk to find them, all the scraps would have dissolved. Of course, even if they were still standing nearby, the plan was foolish. Adventurers would never follow a bunny.
It continued to disappear, even as her thoughts kept slipping away. She could barely keep herself from going around in circles in her mind. Tisk stretched her neck forward and used one of her most potent senses to try and learn more about the situation. However, for once, her nose failed her.
The problem was not that the thread had no smell, it certainly did. It had all the smells Tisk could imagine and more. Her entire body shuddered. It was nearly overwhelming, and it took physical effort not to back away.
A memory surfaced before plunging back into the fog. Threads sinking into a young adventurer. They became part of him, safe from whatever it was that caused them to unravel. Only… they were not really threads, were they? Thread was something adventurers used as part of their gear. This was something so much more. Tisk looked at it again, trying to think of the most important thing she could think of just so she could make a proper comparison.
The golden line… it sort of looked like grass. In fact, if Tisk stopped fighting the fog, she could easily mistake it for some new and exotic type of grass. Perhaps it was like a fine wine. She had always wanted to try wine.
Another memory penetrated the fog.
“You go on to do great things… hero… important changes… Fate is… desperate.”
Whoever Fate was, they were in trouble. The boy was supposed to help her. But the delicious grass was somehow necessary for that, and adventurers never bent low enough to eat grass. Someone needed to eat it.
It could not possibly be Tisk. She was just a bunny, and being a hero seemed like far too much responsibility. Honestly, she thought the very notion was absurd. Heroes were brave adventurers, and if there was one thing that she knew, it was that a bunny was not an adventurer.
But no one else was around. Tisk honked, wailing, trying to call someone, anyone. But she was alone. That woman had wanted this, and Tisk had not liked her. The grass was on the ground because that other - yes, that was what she had been - the other had wanted it gone. Could Tisk let it go to waste? It was like a fallen blue petal, after all. Could she just hop around as if… She could no longer quite remember what was at stake, but she knew she had thought it pressing.
Tisk reached forward and took a bite of the not-quite-grass.
There was a flash of impressions. In an instant, she saw visions of the future, but not her future. They were without context in both meaning and form, and the only thing she took away from it was that she had no way to describe any of it. Never had she seen so much beyond her comprehension, and she realized then that there must be far more words in existence than she had possibly imagined.
And then she fell into the fog.




Chapter 6

A Much Needed Explanation



Tisk had felt strange for the last few days. She knew she had witnessed, and even partaken in, something monumental. Exactly how important the encounter had been, she was not certain. It was certainly far beyond her comprehension, and anything even the least bit important outside of her cave was likely far more meaningful than her normal day-to-day life.
She was not entirely sure how she knew it was important. Tisk typically only understood half of what adventurers did and said, but she understood half that again of the event. All she knew was that there had been a terrible weight in the air.
The most frustrating thing about the whole thing was that she could not remember what had actually happened. Whenever she tried to think about it, everything was merely hazy and indistinct. Tisk had vague impressions about what had occurred, but with how little she had understood at the time, they were of little help.
There were bits and pieces of details that she could recall if she focused, though they had a strange habit of falling apart as she tried to piece them together. It was particularly worrisome because, as far as she could remember, this had never happened to her before. The thought that if it had, she might not remember it happening was not much comfort at all.
Many of her memories were clear, especially the important ones. However, she could not recall precisely what she had done seven suns ago. She was uncertain about even six or five suns ago. Oh, she could guess, but she could not say with any certainty.
Tisk did not know if this was a new development, or if she was only now discovering that memory operated this way. She considered herself a forward-thinking bunny. She usually liked to dwell on the past only long enough to learn from her mistakes and to file away interesting and exciting information that might be part of a larger pattern. Only now, she realized that all of her moons of eating grass and hopping about were blurred together into one indistinct impression.
She still remembered that one patch over in the corner usually tasted just a tad bit better than the rest. That was important to remember if she wanted to get to it before the other bunnies. She also remembered hopping around with the other bunnies after first picking her name. She had been so grateful to not only be free but to even have a name. But the many hours she had of simply eating grass and enjoying her thoughts…
It was rather terrifying. Tisk had always known it was a risk trying to cram so much into such a small head. The words obviously took up space, but despite her anxiety, she never seemed to reach her limit. However, it seemed she had finally passed some critical threshold. When had she first eaten a flower? Two moons ago, four? She could not remember.
However, she supposed it was better to be forgetting unimportant details than her words and knowledge. She did not know what she would do if she ever forgot her name…
Tisk, her name was Tisk.
She sighed in relief, it was still there.
But the way she had forgotten the other day seemed somehow different than the way most of her past seemed to blur together. For one thing, it had only happened two suns ago. It had been nothing but a foggy suggestion of an event even one sun ago. For another, something just felt different about it. Trying to work it out had become something of a preoccupation.
There had even been four different adventuring groups that had passed by and that she had chosen to ignore. It seemed the number of them was increasing from one group a day to two groups a day. However, as curious as she was about this development, Tisk feared that if she stopped trying to remember what had happened, she would forget it altogether.
Those were the reasons that she was reluctant to have her attention drawn towards anything other than self-reflection. The conversation of an adventuring duo should have been exceptionally low on her priority list at the moment. However, the human male in the group was clearly and loudly using magic, and the topic of what they were talking about was one that she could hardly resist. Despite the fact that she had concluded after many long suns of testing that bunnies could simply not do magic, Tisk could not help but be fascinated by the subject.
“[Glanceis]”
A spear of ice seemed to freeze in midair in front of the mage’s hand. Practically before it had finished crystalizing, the formation shot forward, impaling a sword deer through the neck.
“Ugh, help me get this thing off.”
That was the female elf. She was slightly shorter than the human, but her leaner build gave the appearance of height. From her equipment, Tisk thought she was likely some type of close-combat fighter.
At the moment, the elf had gotten trapped by one of the carnivorous plants that bunnies knew to keep clear of. She had stepped on the open plant, and the wide, broad leaves had snapped shut. The plant was not so large as to be able to swallow her whole, but it had engulfed her leg. Tisk hopped a little bit closer and could see tiny spots of red where the teeth along the edges of the leaves had pierced her armor. At the moment, she was trying to pry it open. From her observations, cracking open the plant usually took at least two adventurers or one with proper leverage.
The mage turned to his companion, and Tisk could see his shoulders slump, but he quickly set about the task of freeing her.
“You know, things would be a lot easier if you would just learn that spell I told you about,” grumbled the elf as her leg popped free.
“As I have told you, learning a new spell is more difficult than you could imagine,” said the human.
“You keep saying that, but you never explain… Wait, do you think I’m stupid?”
Tisk was becoming better at understanding the changing tones and pitches of the two-legs’ voices. Sometimes there was not much to hear, but other times, such as this one, the emotional complexity ran deep. Tisk thought that though there was a hint of outrage in the elf’s words, something else hid beneath the surface. Yes, she was fairly certain that the elf was hurt by her companion’s opinion of her.
“No! Not at all. I think you’re ama- That is to say, it is simply a complicated process. Most mages don’t really bother to explain it to non-spell casters because understanding the basic mechanics is worthless without the requisite study, and most people don’t really care. They just want more magic to solve their problems,” the human said while waving his arms in front of him as he walked alongside her.
Looking away from the human, the elf’s face turned so that Tisk could see that it had become a strange shade of red, though Tisk did not understand why. “Well, I care… and I don’t think of you as just some sort of magic battery. But I know it’s important, so why don’t you try to explain it to me. If I understand, maybe I can at least stop giving you such a hard time.”
The human sighed, but Tisk thought she saw a smile on his face. “Ok, I guess it wouldn’t hurt. It’s complicated, but more so because it is just different than what most people expect. I don’t think you will have a problem with it. I can probably get through the basics by the time we get to the lower parts of the dungeon and really need to be paying attention.”
His companion was also smiling now, seeming to reflect the mage’s mood. She even continued to do so as her curved sword sliced the head off of a lizard Tisk had not even noticed approaching. “Sounds great!”
“You see, it is all about words, understanding, intent, and of course mana-”
Tisk paused in her stealthy shadowing of the group. They had just entered one of the tunnels that went deeper into the dungeon. It was the snake tunnel. Their conversation held fascinating potential. Tisk would love to know precisely how magic worked. What made a spell a spell, anyway? She doubted anything would come of it, she was a bunny and bunnies could not use magic after all.
However, she could not help but feel there was a tantalizing possibility. She had never really given up her experimentation. Every few suns, she would try to set something on fire. Obviously, it never worked, but Tisk could not help but want it so badly.
But… They had gone into the snake tunnel. Not that most of the tunnels did not have snakes. In fact, she thought all of the tunnels to the deep were simply packed full of them. However, this was the one she had foolishly ventured into during her youth. The path had left her with a scar on her neck and a better appreciation for life. Besides, she thought it probably had more snakes than all of the others combined. Not that she had done any careful surveys or anything, it was just a gut feeling. How else could her luck have been so poor as for a snake to have come so close to eating her?
On the other paw, she would be following behind two adventurers. They would kill all of the snakes as they went, that’s what adventurers did. They killed monsters. As long as she kept close enough to them that she was in their snake death radius, but not so close that they saw her, she ought to be fine. Right?
She hopped up to the precipice, where the floor began to slope downward. She really wanted to follow the adventurers; already they were putting distance between her. It would not be long before the lights on their belts were swallowed up by the darkness. However, all of her instincts were telling her not to go. Her blood was flooding with bunny adrenaline at the very thought, and she could not deny that she was afraid.
Tisk was not an adventurer. She was not courageous like them, bravely venturing into unknown depths and facing threats in the darkness.
However, she might never get this chance again. She closed her eyes and took a deep breath. For a moment, she thought she could feel some sort of golden warmth emanating from inside her, and her heart rate evened out.
She had made a decision.
The scared bunny hopped forward after the rapidly receding light.




Chapter 7

Into the Darkness



“So wait a minute, I thought spellcasters spent most of their practice time working on the pronunciation of the true words?” said the elf right at the edge of Tisk’s hearing.
It was not that the adventurers were particularly far away. If Tisk had spent more time debating the wisdom of her decision to follow them, catching up might have been difficult. However, it did not seem wise to focus her attention entirely on the duo. In fact, a great deal of her mind was busy watching and listening to the darkness around her.
Strange stones on the belts of the adventurers were the only reason there was any light in the tunnel. They were magical, Tisk knew that, and she thought she had heard they were made with the juice of the glow-fruit from her cave. However, they worked, they did a decent job of lighting up the tunnel around the adventurers. Periodically they would pulse, brightening and dimming again, but the change was not too severe. However, it did make it just that bit harder for her to watch for any dangers.
The distraction would reduce the benefit of her expedition, especially if she missed some of their conversation while worrying about being eaten. But the bunny suspected that if she focused entirely on the impromptu magic lesson, she might not live to ponder whatever she learned. Tisk was already second-guessing her decision. They had hardly progressed at all, and she had been forced to hop past a dead snake, and at one point, her paw stepped into something wet and sticky. It was too dark to see exactly what it was, but the smell was enough to tell her.
As a bunny, she did not enjoy the sight of blood. It had all sorts of unpleasant connotations, none the least that if she saw it, most likely she or a fellow bunny was in serious trouble. There was also the concern that the blood would make it easier for any hidden predators to smell her presence. Bunnies were not meant to deal with blood.
However, the mention of “true words” was enough to sharpen her focus back to the conversation. She had long suspected that there could be many different classifications of words. Adventurers classified everything else into categories, so it was only sensible. However, she had never considered that there might be some words that were more “true” than others. Frustratingly, no one ever seemed to discuss the nuances of language while in the dungeon.
She bit down in consideration. That final thought was not entirely correct. Many adventurers often grumbled about the way dwarfs spoke. She had yet to figure that one out. There was definitely something different about their cadence, but it was still a puzzle to her. None of them ever went into specifics with their complaints, and they definitely never discussed the more academic side of grammar and language.
“Oh, pronunciation definitely helps, and it is something that we work on… But… The true words aren’t exactly what some mages make them out to be.” The human sounded embarrassed at this admission. “You see, it’s good for the image of the schools if people imagine they are some primordial thing from beyond the age of gods. I knew one mage who told people true words were the language of the dragons and-”
“Ha! Even I would know not to believe that,” said the elf.
“Yes, well, suffice it to say they’re not any of that. What I am telling you isn’t any big secret. No cabal of mages are going to come - Snake - nice cut, you took its head clean off. So this is not a secret or anything. In some regions of the world, it is actually common knowledge, well, as common as you can call any knowledge of magic. When you get really far away from proper civilization, they think it all comes from demons or some other such nonsense.”
Tisk did not see the snake the mage had spotted, and the elf had apparently killed. However, she did hear a hissing, and then something swooping through the air, followed by the continuation of footsteps.
She could not trail the adventurers too closely, lest they spot her. Part of her was still concerned that the one group had spread word of her existence, and it seemed prudent to stay out of sight. Tisk had yet to hear about adventurers speaking about the elusive and striking beautiful blue bunny, but that might just be because they knew she could be listening.
Unfortunately, one of the adventurers would turn their head and scan the darkness behind them every few steps. It meant that Tisk had to stay just beyond the range of the glowing stones affixed to their belts. On the edge of darkness that was constantly drifting further down the tunnel, she would dart from rock cropping to rock cropping, ensuring that she was not in their direct line of sight. She was not sure how well they could see in the dark; she thought she had better eyesight, but there was no point in taking more risks than necessary.
Of course, the fact that they kept looking behind them, as if danger might come from that direction, made her very nervous about hiding exactly there. The tunnel was not wide enough to hide off to their side, or at the very least, it had enough points where it narrowed to make that impractical. Better behind than front she supposed. Her eyes gave her a much wider field of vision than the adventurers, and Tisk could watch behind her with only small movements of her head. That ought to be worth something if a threat came from behind.
“OK, so if true words aren’t anything special, what are they?”
“Well, now we are getting a bit ahead of ourselves. At their most basic, they are simply words from a dead language of no particular importance. However, as used by a mage, they are what is known as a mnemonic device. The hand gestures you will sometimes see a mage performing are the same thing, though they - Glanceis - are more supplemental for mages who do not understand the spell as well or who are dealing with distractions,” said the human.
Shattering shards of ice scattered along the tunnel past Tisk and in every direction. She could only assume it had marked the death of another snake.
Tisk was concerned at his use of the word “mnemonic.” It was not one she had ever heard before, and its meaning seemed essential to the understanding of the entire concept. She was only glad that it seemed like the female elf did not know what it meant either, though the fact that there was a word an adventurer did not know could have been enough revelation to fill an entire day at any other time.
It had long been a suspicion of hers. Their brains were larger than hers, and would undoubtedly hold more words, but it seemed like there were just so many things in the dungeon and even more concepts and ideas. Tisk had a hard time imagining anybody knowing all of the words. After all, people could even make up their own words. She doubted that any adventurers knew of her own inventions. At the very least, she had a difficult time imagining how one of them might know about her private words. It would be nice to someday share Tallens, Greenders, and the pawful of other words she had made with someone, even if the idea was just a fantasy.
But now she knew for a fact that the adventurers did not know all words. The way he had said that “what is known as,” practically confirmed it for her.
She was worried that the conversation had seemed to have stalled as the human did not elaborate, but the elf addressed Tisk’s concern. The swordswoman turned towards the human and said, “OK, can you explain that last part a bit more?”
“Of course, sorry… It’s just that I felt like…” The human trailed off.
“Gotcha, I’m on guard. Is it just more sna - no, I’ve learned to trust your feelings,” the elf said while scanning the tunnel. “Let me know if it continues.”
“I don’t think it’s a spider either. Doesn’t feel like a threat, just a tingle on the back of my spine. It’s like someone’s watching us.”
Tisk was concerned that the adventurers may have detected some terrible monster. The two of them had dispatched two more snakes practically without comment. Each one’s corpse she had carefully avoided. She tried not to dwell on the fact that all but one of the dead snakes she had seen were larger than the one that had attacked her so many moons ago. Any monster that could put the spell-caster on edge would be something that could easily stomp Tisk into a paste. But he said he did not think it was a threat. What kind of non-threatening creature would be-
She pressed herself against the nearest rock, desperately hoping they had not noticed her. There was no dirt that she could use for burrowing, nor was there any Stinkweed to use as a trap. The only thing of use was the rocks and the occasional sickly lichen. She briefly wondered how they grew at all with so little light, but the knowledge would not help her. Tisk looked around with dying hope. They had passed the occasional stick, she assumed kicked down by clumsy or bored adventurers, but there was nothing nearby at the moment. The cave was filled only with dead snakes, adventurers, and one bunny.
A smart bunny could improvise, even if she had little to improvise with. In the worst-case scenario, she could try kicking a pebble along the tunnel floor. The noise might draw the adventurers’ attention long enough that she could bolt back up to her home.
The light seemed to intensify and then direct down the passage towards where Tisk was hiding, though her rock ensured she remained shrouded in shadows. The beam of light seemed to scan back and forth for a moment.
“Wait, go back… are those paw prints?” the human said.
“Shite, I think you’re right, they look bloody.”
Tisk looked to where the beam was focused and could, in fact, see some of her very own paw prints where she had tracked blood across the stone.
“They just stop, like the thing disappeared,” said the human.
“No, they get more and more faint as they come near us. The blood might have just worn off,” replied the elf.
Tisk could hear them take a step back towards her and then another one as they continued to scan the light.
“I don’t see anything.”
“I kinda wish we had invited that tracker to come with us after all.”
“Nah, he was a jerk…” said the elf before adding, “besides, we’re a team, just the two of us.”
“Well, whatever it was, from the size of those prints, it can’t be too big. I don’t imagine it could be much of a threat.”
YES! Tisk thought loudly. She was small, and she was not much of a threat at all. There was no need for them to continue looking. However, she knew her silent words would not reach them.
“Maybe it is some type of scavenger, eating the snakes we are leaving behind?”
“I hope not, I was thinking if we didn’t find anything better we could bring a few back to town with us on the way out. But you might be right, though I haven’t heard of any types of carrion beasts in this dungeon,” said the human.
“Either way, I think we are OK. Let’s keep going. I want to get past these snakes to a real challenge, and you can finish explaining magic to me. Just stay on guard.”
Tisk held off on sighing in relief as the glow of the light returned to the dimmer level it had originally been, and the two continued talking as they walked.
“Right, so where was I?”
“You had just mentioned mnemonic devices.”
“It’s a memory tool, you see. When a spell-caster…”
The rest of the sentence was swallowed up by the darkness as Tisk allowed them to put space between her and them. She was considering turning around right that instant. The journey would not have been a total loss, though she did not think it would have been worth the stress if she turned around without learning more. She swallowed her fear.
Things were no worse than when she had first decided to follow them in the tunnel. The material facts of the situation had not really changed, so if she had made her decision rationally, then the decision should still stand. She would continue to follow the two adventurers.
As Tisk hopped after them, she realized that she would need to be more cautious. Rather than sitting at the edge of darkness, she would need to remain a few more hops back, especially since they might look back while the light was in one of its pulses. It was only slightly more dangerous, or so she hoped. It should definitely help reduce the odds of her discovery. She only hoped her indecision had not caused her to miss too much of a conversation.
“So it’s kinda like how I used to remember Brian Brenan’s name by just remembering the word ‘beard?’”
“Exactly! So, let’s use my spell Glanceis as an example. To cast it, I need to hold the idea of it in my mind. It is an ice lance. I need to understand as much about that as I can. It needs to be very clear. Theoretically, I could cast the spell by saying the words ’ice lance,’ but that carries too much baggage. Somewhere in my mind, I would be thinking of other types of ice or-”
“Knights carrying lances!”
“Exactly so. That is why hand gestures can actually be harmful if they are vague enough to remind a mage of how he laced up his boots in the morning or some other such banality. So by using a word from a dead language, and through hours of study and memorization associating that word with the concept I want, without any extraneous thoughts, I can call to mind the necessary thought patterns with a word. The true words don’t have any prior associations. Of course, tying just the basic concepts and patterns to the word is a challenge all in and of itself, but it’s useful to start with a blank slate.”
“And the incantations you sometimes use?”
“Just meditation mantras. Reciting them can put us in the proper frame of mind. If we are not in the right headspace, even the true word used for the association won’t do any good.”
“OK, I’m still not sure I see why learning a spell would be so difficult though.”
“Well…” Tisk could vaguely see the spell-caster waving his hand in a circle as he answered. “It requires someone to really know oneself. For example, if you think about fire, do you automatically assume it is hot? Because there can be flames that are cool. There is just a lot of self-reflection involved. It’s part of why you don’t see many mages use sonic spells. Noise is so tied into our every experience, that separating it out is difficult.”
The mage continued, “Honestly, it’s one of the paradoxes of spell casting. Someone raised up north will have a better understanding of cold that can help them with ice magic. But at the same time, sorting and separating that understanding in their mind will be more difficult than it would be for a caster from the south who is encountering ice for the first time. If someone can start learning magic when they are young, before they have had too many experiences, it’s actually helpful. While they lack the practical understanding of concepts they may need, they can learn tricks to help sort things in their mind as they learn them. The first time they see snow, they can make a conscious effort to fit it into their understanding of the world, rather than just letting it make haphazard connections.”
“OK, I think I might get it. I suppose it does sound a bit complicated. But if you need to put so much work into learning a spell, why not learn a more general-purpose spell. I know for a fact some spells can do a bunch of stuff. I’ve seen a mage make an ice lance with something like Glace… or maybe-”
“Glacius?” supplied the human.
“Yeah, that’s it. I saw one make an ice lance, and then use the exact same spell to make a wall of ice.”
The man sighed. “Honestly, because a general spell is much harder. The more specific it is, the easier it is to study and make the associations. You can do all the visualization ahead of time, and when you cast it, you just need to imagine the target. I would love to be able to cast something like Glacius; however, I would need to train my mind to connect everything ice lance is to that word and then even more. It encompasses all that is ice and frost and cold. Frankly, I just don’t understand how the cold works well enough to do that. With Glanceis, I can make up for that lack of understanding by knowing exactly what I want and what to expect. The visualization is just as important as the association, and the less specific the spell becomes, the harder that is.”
“So… When you cast Glanceis, you already know what you want to happen, because it’s in the word. You want a spear of ice. But Glacius is harder because you could be making a blizzard, frosting over a lock, or even making an ice spear like Glanceis.”
“Exactly so. The latter is, without a doubt, more useful, though it also tends to be slower to cast. With my spell, I need only visualize what I want it to hit, and at this point, it’s practically instinctive. However, the more complex visualization with Glanceis would slow me down. But it is more than just being harder to cast. It is harder to learn as well.”
“How so?”
“The concept of an ice spear is a relatively small one. There isn’t that much in my head that I need to wrap up into the true word. It helps that almost all of my experience with it has been with the spell itself. However, the idea of cold, just cold in general. That is so large, and it is connected to so many other things. I need to be able to isolate the concepts and ideas in my mind and bundle them all under the word. It’s just too much for me, and I don’t have the mental fortitude for it.”
“I’m sorry, I didn’t realize... I’ll stop bugging you about learning those big spells.”
“Thank you.”
Tisk could not see the man’s face, but from the tone of his voice, she thought he must be smiling.
“Though,” the elf said, “do you think you might be able to learn a few of the more specific spells. Something like your ice lance that does just one thing? It would give us more flexibility.”
“I think I might be able to do that. You will need to be patient though. It will take time and practice. Enough practice that we will probably need to keep going into the dungeon while I work on it, which will, of course, slow down the practice. I’m not sure if we can afford two inn rooms for the time it will take me to figure it out in one go.”
“Maybe we don’t need tw-” The elf cut off, and with her superior vision, Tisk could see the woman spin around with a face that was practically glowing red, even in the low light.
“What’s wrong.”
The elf waited a moment as her face returned to its normal color and then said, “Uh, I guess it’s nothing. I thought I heard something. We were talking about magic. Can you explain the whole mana thing to me.”
“It’s a bit complicated but-”
Tisk stopped paying attention to his words, as something much more important was now occupying her.
She had been hopping along the right side of the wall, passing between two large - at least compared to a bunny - rocks and the side of the tunnel, when something had halted her progress. She tried to move back but found herself unable to do so. Her head was still free, and she twisted it around. With the light fading away as the adventurers continued without her, she did not have much time to figure out what had caught her.
Tisk had been in the darkness, but as they walked, the adventurers’ lights would occasionally pulse, pushing a bit further. It was in the momentary pulses that she could see in the dim light glimmering strands.
She was caught in a spider web.
Tisk had seen some large spider webs, but she had never thought of them as something substantial. She had seen adventurers brush right through them. However, this one was holding her fast. One of her paws had a bit more range of motion, and it looked like one of the threads was coming loose, but the progress was slow. A stick that had tumbled down the tunnel, as well as a small stone, was on the ground. Both might be in reach if she were to stretch her neck.
The web was unpleasant, and she was definitely unhappy. However, it was much better than being eaten by a snake. Of course, if she stayed stuck too long, a snake might come along and help itself to an easy snack.
As Tisk tried rocking herself back and forth, she caught a glimpse of something moving in one of the light pulses, but then the light receded. The light pulsed again, and the shape was closer this time. However, unlike before, even as the light faded, Tisk had a clear image of the threat in her mind.
It was a spider. Only... spiders were not supposed to get that big. The spider was twice her size, and she could not understand how the adventurers never mentioned these monsters. The light pulsed again, and now that she was listening for it, its quiet skittering along the stone was clear. She briefly wondered if that was what a hungry spider looked like. She did not think spiders ate bunnies, but she also had not thought bunnies could get caught in a spider web.
Her flailing increased in speed as Tisk rocked back and forth. The web was coming loose from the wall, just as she was coming loose from the web, but it was not fast enough. How long it would take a spider to eat a bunny was something she had little knowledge of, and she would prefer to keep it that way. She needed to do something.
Straining her neck, she reached out and bit down on the stick. Or at least she tried to. She had fallen just a little short. The light flashed on again, but it was barely visible. The adventurers were getting further away, their conversation distantly echoing down the tunnel. Tisk could only see the vaguest outline of the spider before darkness washed over everything again.
A second time and she felt wood in her mouth. The stick was heavy, but it was not so large that she could not move it. Against an adventurer or larger predator, it would be worse than useless, but against her current foe, it might just do the trick.
Swinging her head, Tisk could feel the faintest resistances as the stick brushed against what she assumed was the spider. She nearly dropped the stick, not being prepared. She had never swung a weapon before, so Tisk thought she could be forgiven for not fully understanding the nuances. A hissing sound distinctly different from a snake, but too familiar for her comfort was her reward.
The sound receded a few steps, and she felt triumph rushing through her. She continued to swing the stick as her other limbs tried to win her freedom. She heard the spider scuttling across the floor, advancing from a slightly different angle this time. However, she could now pull her body away slightly and shifted so that the stick was still in between prey and predator.
This time when she swung it, the wood made solid contact. So solid, in fact, that it went flying from her mouth despite being prepared for it. Tisk felt that it was important to remember that she was not a very strong bunny.
Tisk hit the ground, and she was free! Only as she tried to dash away, she realized she had been mistaken. One of her back feet was still trapped. She began to furiously shake it, as the hissing noise grew far too close. Something hard, but yet hairy brushed against her back. If she did not escape soon, she would die of fright before the spider got a chance to eat her.
Freedom! Tisk dashed blindly through the darkness, trying her best to follow the scent trail back up to the cavern, but really more concerned with not dying that moment. There was a cracking sound as if two hard surfaces had crushed together, and with wide eyes, Tisk realized that she had likely just avoided being bitten.
As she ran, it did not sound like the spider was following her, but she did not know much about spiders, and in the darkness, there could be anything lying in wait. Bunnies were meant to live in the light, or at least some light. The things that lived in the tunnel were used to hunting in these conditions. Why had she ever gone down the tunnel in the first place?
Tisk remembered why, but she did not have time to think about it. She had followed the adventurers too far, pushed her luck beyond what it was worth, and now she needed to escape. As she ran, she continued to bump into rocks, and at one point, Tisk was horrified when she tripped over a snake corpse and slid in a pile of its congealing blood.
Then ahead, she saw light. It was growing brighter and brighter until it resolved itself into the image of a cavern filled with trees covered in glowing fruit. She practically whimpered in relief as she burst back into the large, glorious open area.
She did not stop until she made it back to one of her holes. She knew that she was still covered in gore and that it might attract predators, but at the moment, she needed to just relax in a place of relative comfort.
As her heart slowed down, and she was berating herself for being so reckless, Tisk was trying to decide which of the small trickle streams of water flowing deeper into the tunnels from the cavern it would be best to bathe in. She wanted the scent off of her before she returned to her burrow.
There was one other thing on her mind as well. She had paid close attention to how the mage had claimed magic worked. It did not sound like speaking was even needed. It was all about connecting ideas with words, and that was something Tisk could understand. Tisk may not know any of the True Words he had mentioned, but he himself had said they were not necessary. Besides, Tisk could make her own words.




Chapter 8

Discovery



Several suns had passed since she had journeyed into the tunnels and learned what she hoped might be the key to magic. She had needed the time to fully calm down from both her terror and her excitement. She wanted to be in the right frame of mind when she became a mage.
If she could figure it out, that was.
She had not spent those days idle. During that time, she pondered what she had heard over and over again, committing it to memory. As she did so, she also tried to slot everything that had been said into her own understanding and restructure it in a way that made better sense. From the explanation, it seemed important that her thoughts were properly organized.
Tisk felt that she was ready.
There was only one problem. She did not know what spell to try. It seemed reasonable to her to remove the fire and ice spells from consideration. She did not understand fire well, and while the cave could occasionally get chilly at night, it was never freezing. In fact, she did not think she had enough experience with most of the types of magic adventurers used to wrap the concepts up nicely.
The question was, what did she understand. Luckily, Tisk had made a mental list.
She understood grass, that one was obvious. But what would a grass spell do? She supposed it might grow grass. While it would be a neat trick, she was not in short supply of the delicious stuff. Tisk understood soft things. In particular, she understood soft grass and soft bunnies. But again, that did not seem like it would be much use.
Finally, she had a firm understanding of hopping. It was something she did every day, and she felt she had gotten very good at it. But, she could not help but wonder if magic could make her even better. She imagined herself surrounded by snakes and spiders and in a single hop, making it all the way back to her burrow. She knew there was no way the magic of a small bunny would be that effective, but it was a comforting mental image.
However, she was not sure if magic could work that way. She was not as worried about being unable to perform magic, but she had to try something possible. Her experiment would be a poor one if she were unable to judge if a failure was a result of how she was trying to use magic, or just because she was trying something magic did not do. Magic always made things like light and fire and wind. It did not just make creatures better at things.
Tisk had never seen adventurers use magic that way. At least, she did not think she did. If there was nothing visual about it, she was not actually certain how she would recognize it. Would she be able to mistake an adventurer with speed or strength enhanced by magic for a regular adventurer? Most likely, she decided. For all Tisk knew, every adventurer was under the effect of such a spell when they came into her cave. It would be sensible for them to do so if such magics actually did exist.
Like that, she came to a decision. She would try a hop spell. If, after a suitable amount of attempts and experimentation, it failed, she would move onto something more similar to what the adventurers did. But, she would start at hop.
Wiggling back and forth, she made herself comfortable in her little chamber of the burrow. Now she knew that it was not enough to simply think the word “hop” as hard as she could while imagining herself flying through the air. She needed to come up with a new term, and then in her mind tie all that hopping was to that term. It was a process that might take many moons.
Only, as she sat there, trying to figure out a good-sounding word to encapsulate everything, she was struck by a realization. Nothing sounded right because to her, hop already meant everything that was hopping. When an adventurer jumped, it was just a big hop. A leap? A far hop. She could come up with words for a specific type of hopping, like prancing or skipping. However, why would she come up with a word for a word she already had?
She was worried then, that perhaps she might not understand hopping as well as she thought she did. It seemed far too easy from the way the spell-caster described it. As she thought, she decided that she did understand hopping, but there was a slight problem. The word meant much more than hopping to her. It meant a fun afternoon and eating grass. It meant freedom, and most of all, it meant being a bunny.
Tisk had thought hopping just meant hopping, but that was not right at all!
At that moment, Tisk understood why magic was hard. She had spent her entire life, tying words to other words and concepts without even realizing it. How was she supposed to now untangle all of that? She sighed. Now she understood why she needed to make up a word. If only “hop” was not already so perfect.
But, the word hop included too many ideas. Tisk needed to exclude those ideas in her new word. It seemed like her new word ought to be like hop then, but shorter. Only... hop was already plenty short. There was not much she could take out. Tisk thought back. Hopping along grass was happiness to a bunny. She would remove the happiness sound from the start of hop. It would leave her with an explosive sounding word, which she considered, is what a pure hop was, an explosion of hopping.
However, it wasn’t perfect. There needed to be a bit added to the word. It needed context. It was going to be a magical hop, after all. Perhaps Tisk could add the starting sound of magic to her word.
Mop.
Mop.
Mop.
She tested the word in her mind a few times and was quite satisfied. If she had heard it the first time, she might very well have come to the conclusion that it meant a magical hop. It also had the added benefit that she had never heard an adventurer use the word, so she should be able to avoid any confusion on that end. The whole reason mages used True Words, after all, seemed to be because they did not have to worry about the word having multiple meanings.
Now that she had her original brand-new word, it was time to start doing what she did best, thinking. She needed to firmly connect the word Mop in her mind to what it should mean. Magical hopping without the non-hopping stuff. Only, of course, that stuff was hopping, at least to her, which was the problem. Magical hopping then, according to a very strict and limited definition of hopping.
Being a smart bunny, she had already decided how she could do this. She would sing songs to herself and tell herself stories. She could make up rhymes and play silent word games. The entire time she would be visualizing and imagining what it meant to hop, only stripped down to its purest essence.
She would know she was done when she thought of the word Mop while distracted with something else, and the right images came to mind. She figured it would take a few days.
Tisk was not quite right with her time estimate. It was a full moon later that she felt ready to cast her first spell.
Taking a deep breath, she looked around the bunny glade. There were no adventurers around. The latest group passed a little while ago and had been discussing going to the bottom of the dungeon. Along the way, they nearly killed every predator she might have worried about. Until the adventurers came back or the dungeon recreated the monsters, she should have no distractions.
First, she repeated a short mantra. She had experimented until she found something that placed her in the right frame of mind. Tisk did not believe there was anything magical to the words, that would come later, but she thought it would make the next part easier.
Bunnies hop, and Tisk is a bunny. But Tisk can do more and less than hop. Tisk can hop, not because she is a bunny, but because she is Tisk. To hop without hopping as a bunny is less than a hop. But it can be more.
She continued to mentally recite her words until she felt prepared. She silenced her mind and visualized what she desired. She would hop from the small mound she sat on. Only it would not be a hop, and she would go much further than ever before. She fixed the image of herself flying through the air and along the ground, the fastest bunny alive.
Tisk had remembered her earlier attempts at using magic. Even though digging deep down had not worked, that had been because she was missing the most important parts. But even then, she had felt something. At that moment, with the image in her mind, she reached inside, where she found that strange energy. This was the most clearly she had ever felt it, and the only way she could describe it was that… it felt blue. Tisk knew that it did not make any sense, but that was how it felt.
It was hard not to wonder what exactly it was that she was feeling. The stuff had not always been there and-
The bunny let out a heavy sigh. Focusing on the sensation of the energy had caused her to lose sight of what she was doing. Apparently, concentration was an essential part of magic. She tried visualizing herself again, but she kept imagining a blue pool of liquid essence inside of her body.
Starting from scratch, she began her mantra again. After she felt that she was finally in the right place mentally, she began to reach for that energy. She ignored the temptation to ponder the mystery of what it was. Her curiosity had already caused her to fail once.
Tisk did not mind failing. However, having to start over again was a waste of time. Even though the adventurers were going deep, there was no telling if they might change their minds. She did not want to get caught by adventurers while trying to do magic. Tisk did not think it was against any rules, but she highly doubted they would let her go about her bunny business.
And like that, she had lost her concentration again.
Frustrated with herself, she gave a tiny bunny growl. Beginning with the mantra a third time, she recentered herself.
With a breath through her nose, she ignored the sensation of the energy, and compressed it into the image, and into the new word that contained all that the image was. Accessing the energy was difficult, and she tried not to think or question how she was getting it to do anything. Those questions could come later. Tisk focused on the image and the word.
[Mop]
The change was sudden and electric, and there was no doubt in Tisk’s mind that something had happened. She did not know if the spell had worked, but the magic was doing… A heartbeat later, she felt all her muscles clench, but particularly those in her hind legs. They were wound up tight, as if she had sat in her burrow for days, and then stretched them out and held them in place. The energy that had been in the word, flowed into her legs, and she felt an order to it.
Perhaps she was just a bunny. However, at that moment, Tisk was positive the spell had worked. The magic was just waiting to be released. Carefully, she pressed her legs down and pushed off against the ground.
Tisk [moped].
When she woke up, she did not know what happened. The pain in her head made it hard to think too much. What she did know was that at the moment, she was both upside-down and tangled up in a bush. Tisk squirmed, trying to free herself, and she winced at the pain from both the thorns pressing into her skin and the throbbing in her head. As she fell out of the bush, her left eye began to sting, and she needed to wipe a paw against her face to remove the blood.
The bush, and thus Tisk, was right next to one of the cavern walls. It was one of the cavern walls on the opposite side of the Cave Forest from her burrow.
Suddenly memories rushed back to Tisk. They were, in fact, memories of rushing through the air. She had launched herself far, far faster than she had intended or even imagined was possible. Looking back at the bush and thinking about her throbbing skull, she did not want to imagine what would have happened had the bush not been there to break her landing.
She took a step, and her legs roared in protest. If she did not know better, she would have thought she had been running from predators for hours. Gingerly, she made her way to the burrows.
There were two important facts that she had learned with her experiment.
One: The Mop spell needed refinement. Tisk was uncertain if it was her visualization, the amount of power she had pushed into the spell, or something more fundamental to the concept itself. However, further experimentation without injury could be difficult and was something she would need to take slowly.
Two: She could use magic. She was a bunny, and she could use magic.




Chapter 9

Practice



Tisk eventually discovered a solution to the potential danger of mopping about. The answer was - as she suspected it would be to many things - magic. When she thought back over all the things she knew and understood well, she remembered that one of them was softness.
As she attempted to turn that idea into an interconnected web of ideas all under one word, she was forced to admit she did not know a wide variety of softness. The cloaks some of the adventurers wore seemed like they would be comfy to snuggle up in, for instance. However, when it came to the concept of soft vs. hard things, she felt like she had a pretty good paw on that.
She even came up with a word she was somewhat satisfied with for the spell, “Floft.” It was a combination of soft and fluff. One was what a bunny was, and the other was what they had. Unfortunately, she had a bit more difficulty distilling the concept to its bare essence in her mind.
During the time it took to construct this new spell, she practiced drawing on the energy inside of her. It slowly got easier, which in turn made it easier to mop precisely the right amount. It became less about shoving the power and more about just letting it flow.
Despite her difficulties with tying the ideas together for her new spell, she eventually got it.
The key to a safe mop spell was to first cast a floft spell. Tisk could not make floft last forever, but she could make it last long enough to ensure a cushy landing. Even though she had discovered the key to making it all work, she could easily recognize that she needed much more practice.
However, as Tisk had been refining her craft, something strange had happened to the world. Over the last few moons, the dungeon outside of her cave had slowly transformed. The leaves in the trees had turned shades of orange and brown and then fallen from their trees.
It alarmed her that so much life could die in such a short matter of time. Adventurers yet came, not seeming concerned in the slightest, and she still spotted various critters outside of the cave, but she could not understand why the dungeon was allowing so much destruction. Granted, her little forest cave was still as lush as ever, and it was only touched by the growing cold right at the entrance.
Still, it seemed like something the dungeon ought to be taking care of. But, she was just a bunny, and she was sure the dungeon must have an excellent reason for not fixing the outside.
Tisk made sure to spend extra time sitting at the cave entrance near the blue flowers. The cold permeated a good half-dozen hops into the cavern, and if it did to the flowers what it had done to the forest outside, she wanted to be ready to take advantage of it. Besides the opportunity to eat more of the flowers, there were also so many questions that she might be able to answer.
Would the blue petals turn brown before falling off? If so, would it affect their taste? The adventurers, when talking about alcoholic beverages, which she now knew was what wine and ale were, would sometimes discuss them being aged. Of course, she still did not know what alcohol was, but she was learning their words hop by hop. But, it made her wonder if old petals tasted better? She regretted not saving any in her burrow chamber; however, she did not think she could trust the other bunnies not to eat them.
Sitting in the only cold part of the cave was not exactly pleasant. In fact, it was the opposite of that. However, Tisk looked at it as a learning opportunity. She had disregarded the possibility of casting an ice spell because she simply did not know enough about it. She had investigated some of the crystalline residue the spells left once the adventurers were gone, but it always dissipated quickly.
Ice seemed to be water that got too cold. She thought it was fascinating, and wondered why the adventurers never talked about it. Tisk did consider it a possibility that they had simply never noticed. They typically never waited around in one place long enough for the ice and frost left behind by their spells to transform back into a liquid. It was exciting to realize she may have discovered something before anyone else in the entirety of the dungeon.
However, the rapidity of the transformation and the rate at which the ice would warm up made propper study difficult. So now Tisk sat in the cold, cataloging what it did to her body. She had tried shoving other bunnies towards the cave entrance to see how they reacted to the cold. They were not very cooperative, and for the most part, just moved away. Of course, that could simply be their reaction in of itself. Unfortunately, it left her as the only one to conduct this vital research. Tisk wanted to watch the flowers while thinking of all the different ways she could describe this new way of being miserable. However, if she ever did want to make a cold spell, she needed to be sure not to do her best to avoid conflating concepts. Making those connections was critical.
Someday, when a spider approached her, she would just freeze it solid. It seemed like a fitting punishment considering that they tried to trap creatures in their webs.
Punishing spiders had actually become a regular part of her training. Unlike with snakes, there were many small spiders out and about in her cavern. They were all tiny things; even for a bunny, they were small. But although she was prey, she could still fight these baby spiders.
Tisk felt it was best to try to kill as many of them as possible before they had a chance to grow into the bunny-eating variety. Ordinarily, it would be difficult for a bunny to kill a spider. However, if she spotted one in an exposed location such as on the stone that made up the cavern walls, or on one of the trees, she could rapidly close the distance with a well-timed casting of mop.
It was excellent practice because it required her to get the not-a-hop exactly right. It also needed her to be very precise with her floft spell. If she wished to crush the spider under the weight of a magic-propelled bunny paw, she could not cushion it. Most of these jumps were short enough - the spiders were hard to see from far away - that she could get away without using floft at all. However, practice would not be practice if she cut corners. She had heard an adventurer say that, and she quite liked the saying. So she did her best to time the floft for the moment after she felt the spiders go crunch.
Eventually, though, she found herself outgrowing that challenge. She would continue killing the little bugs when she saw them. If she did not, they might eventually overrun the bunny grove, and she would never be able to live with herself if that happened. The fact that the spiders would probably eat her played a large part in that, but she would feel guilty as well. However, she needed something more.
She knew exactly where she got the idea for the next part of her training from. While she had been sitting in the cold, Tisk had witnessed a strange sight. Of course, that was something that should have been given. With all the trees dead, it was like her cave had been transported somewhere else. In between all of the naked tree branches, behind all of them in the distance, she thought she could see something. Whatever it was, it was immense. The blue thing stretched behind every inch of the forest as far as she could tell.
Looking back at her own cave, she tried to imagine what it would look like if the glow trees lost all of their leaves, and she finally realized what the wall of blue was. She was obviously seeing an actual wall. The parts of the dungeon she knew were simply a series of interconnected caves and tunnels. Obviously, it should be no different beyond her cave. The adventurers came from another dungeon cave. It was a much larger dungeon cave, granted, but a cave nonetheless. Tisk was only surprised she had not figured this out sooner.
However, the cave edge was not the only thing she was able to catch glimpses of. With far less foliage, she could see a much greater number and variety of the dungeon monsters that lived beyond her home. The most noticeable was a variant of the sword deer. They looked much like the ones that lived with her, only their horns did not look nearly so sharp.
But none of that was what had given her an idea for the next step in her training. All of that strangeness was merely the background to what was one of the strangest sights of Tisk’s bunny life. One day, one of the trees near the cave had been transformed overnight. Where its branches had been bare of the green and then red and orange leaves that once covered it, now it was covered in black leaves. As she watched, she saw them rustle even when the other trees were still in the wind. No, looking at the dying grass, she saw that there was no wind at all. It brought up the obvious question of why the tree was rustling and prompted her to look closer.
They were not leaves at all. Though black leaves would have been surprising enough, this new development was downright startling. Each thing that she had mistaken for a leaf was, in fact, a dungeon monster. She could see their eyes, just as black as their fur - skin - scales - she was not sure what covered them. Their faces looked sharp and wicked, while their feet had curved claws similar to some of the lizards that stalked her cave. The only reason she did not run at the sight of them was that individually, they were rather small for a proper predator, being not much bigger than she was.
As she watched them, an adventurer group approached the cave. The creatures, as one, spread their arms - it seemed as if they only had two legs, just like the adventurers - and they lifted up into the air. She could not see where they went besides up. She wanted to crane her neck to get a better view, but the overhang outside of the cave entrance made it impossible to see.
Their movement had been strange. It was not like a proper jump. There was no explosive force; they just went up. It was as if they were falling but backward. Tisk could not imagine they had gone too far, but she could barely imagine something moving like they had - and she had just seen it. The adventurer cave was larger than her own, so the ceiling was likely higher, but it could not be too high. However, wherever the strange creatures had gone was not what really caught Tisk’s attention. It was the adventurers.
They had not noticed the monsters. Not a single one of them looked up to follow their escape. Tisk realized something that moment. They never looked up. No one, even the monsters, had reason to look up too far.
The predators in the dungeon knew that there was no prey above them, so why would they look up. The prey knew that there were no predators above them, so why would they look up. As for the adventurers, monsters and treasure were always on the ground. If anything, they looked down more than even straight ahead.
There was no way in the dungeon that she could imagine replicating the reverse-fall of the creatures outside. It was just too strange, and she was not at all convinced it should have worked even for them. If she could not even imagine herself falling upwards, there would be no way she could cast a spell, even if she understood the concept and had a word for it.
But she did not need to fall upwards to be up. Tisk looked back at the trees in her cavern. Those monsters had been sitting on branches, and these trees had plenty of those. Plus, the fact that the glow trees had leaves on them would further help conceal her. If she could get up into the trees, she could move from branch to branch throughout the cave unmolested. Tisk considered the idea an excellent test of her skills.
It took six suns before she successfully landed in a branch. Part of it was that she had to ensure she only practiced when there was guaranteed to be no witnesses. She was sure that a bunny trying to hop into a tree would solicit attention. The other part of it was that her goal was simply difficult.
Many of the branches were fairly small, smaller than a bunny, and most of her experience hopping was moving laterally, not vertically. Her instincts were not nearly as fine-tuned for judging these sorts of distances. The timing of things also meant that if she missed a branch, her floft spell could have worn off before she made impact with the ground. She ended up with more than one bruise under her beautiful bunny fur and a twisted leg that required two suns of rest.
However, eventually, she was able to get up into a tree branch consistently. Staying in them was another thing, but that was more about choosing the right branches and trying to keep her balance than it was about using magic. She supposed that she could potentially create a balance spell, but it seemed unnecessary considering it was something caution and attention could deal with equally well.
Tisk had learned that while magic was wonderful, it was also draining. Casting her spells many times in short succession would drain her in a way that running all day did not. Sleep and rest would help, but she discovered the blue flowers would as well. She thought she understood why the adventurers treasured them so much. Unfortunately, often, there were no petals on the ground, and they were not an option for her.
So she had learned to conserve her energy. A few things helped while casting the magic. The clearer the image in her mind, and the more firmly she fixed the spell word, the less energy it seemed to require. She was also able to regulate the energy she put into the spell when she dug down to that pool of blue inside of her. It was a delicate thing, however. If she did not put enough energy into the spell, it would simply fail. Too much, and she would be wasteful or even jump too far.
Considering she was such a small bunny, and the pool inside her was surely small - she still wished she knew what organ it was inside - she needed to be economical. That meant no balance spells when she could just balance on her own. Someday perhaps, she would have the energy reserves to use such luxuries, but it would take some time. The key to that improvement, she decided, was not to only focus on improving her spell efficiency, but to also increase her magical reserves. But in order to do that, she needed to understand the energy better.
The blue pool inside of her was soft and fluffy. Perhaps it was in the liver. While removing some valuable organs from a dead monster, a group of adventurers had been interrupted and left their work undone. It was a valuable learning opportunity, despite how awful it had been, and Tisk was unable to resist. The smell and sights of it all had been terrible, and she wondered how the adventurers stomached any of it. If she had been a weaker bunny, she would have moped away.
However, she was Tisk, and Tisk was a bunny who had gotten to where she was by being curious and pushing herself outside what would normally be comfortable for a bunny. She cautiously approached the carcass, and put her paws up on its side, to lean over.
It was the closest she had ever seen the insides of another living thing. At the time, a vile thought overcame her. Tisk hated the idea, but if she were to dismiss it out of hand, she would not be deserving of her name. She leaned forward and licked one of the bloody organs.
The bunny inside her wanted her to recoil back from the taste. The rest of her agreed, and so she did so. There was no disappointment inside of her, which she was glad for. Instead, there was only relief that her horrible hypothesis was not correct, and she would not need to take any further action because of it.
Turning her head, she had looked around to make sure no other bunnies had seen her. They had no words of her own, but still, she was concerned about what they might think. She was already enough of an outsider in their little warren. There was no need to exacerbate things.
She spent some time licking her nose and the ground, trying to get the taste off of her tongue. However, her study was not done. In fact, licking the meat of another creature was not at all why Tisk had come to investigate. She crawled up, practically falling into the carcass, which would easily have been the worst experience of her life, even considering the snakes and spiders. From her vantage point, she took the opportunity to feel some of the organs with her paw and smell them. The scent of blood nearly overpowered everything, but there were subtly different smells.
Ultimately, she had not learned much at the time. However, it was information that she could file away for later, and in the future, she might be able to make connections.
The future, in this case, was now. Tisk remembered how the liver, in particular, had a certain give to it. She did not know if she would necessarily call it soft, but she could imagine it being where the blue stuff was stored.
She had recently added a new exercise to her training. It occurred to her that she was soft and fluffy, being a bunny after all, and that fluffy things could, when needed, curl into a tighter spot. In fact, when she slept, she curled into a tight little ball of fluff. Since the magic felt soft, she just needed to curl it up inside her liver to fit more in.
Of course, the how of how she would go about doing that had alluded Tisk for awhile. Eventually, though, after being completely drained from practice, she had an epiphany.
As her liver slowly refilled the magical pool, Tisk would touch upon her magic. However, instead of digging deep and pulling it out, she pushed. It was like digging a hole only to pack more dirt into the hole. As more and more magic filled the pool with her rest, she would just keep pushing and packing it in. This exercise was exhausting in yet a new way, and Tisk wondered how many more ways of feeling tired she would discover. Obviously, she was not yet ready to create a tired spell.
After a few suns of this, she thought the pool felt slightly more firm and solid. She wondered if, at some point in the future, it would freeze like ice. Tisk did not relish the thought of one of her organs being so cold, but she would be willing to suffer it for the power of magic. As the pool became denser, it seemed as if she could fit an extra mop or two in before needing a break. Her exercise appeared as if it was helping, so she would continue with it.
It was by the time that the ice dust - snow, adventurers called it - began to cover the outside landscape that Tisk felt she was finally proficient at magic. As groups wandered through her cavern, she would shadow them from the trees, leaping from branch to branch. Her balance had improved immensely, but it was still mostly about picking the right landing spots. They never noticed the little tree bunny following them, and it allowed her to follow more closely than ever before.
However, while such an experience would have been invaluable six moons ago, she found that the rate at which she acquired new words had greatly slowed down. The fact of the matter was, most of the ones the adventurers now used were ones she already knew. There was still the occasional uncommon word, but she felt as if she had picked up most of the day-to-day vocabulary of the adventurers.
That was not to say that listening to them was not useful. It was immensely so. Tisk was still missing so much of the context of their words that even when she heard the same word for the one hundredth time - though, she still did not know exactly how much that was - as long as it was being used slightly differently, she learned something.
Rather than hearing just snippets of conversation, she could listen to everything they said from entering the cave to heading into the lower dungeon. It helped her comprehension greatly. And, finally, there were battles. From the safety of the trees, Tisk could have a front-row seat to the fighting. Even though she would never be able to swing a sword or shoot a bow herself, it was fascinating. And while she might never use a weapon, she could use magic. It was best to learn from the examples of the experts in case she ever needed to defend herself.
Of course, all the study in the world was useless without practical application. She started off with something easy when there were no adventurers about.
Tisk came out of hiding near the pool of water the bunnies all drank from. Instead of sticking to the taller grass, she made sure she was out in the open. In particular, she did this when it was clear the annoying lizards were about.
She moved through one’s line of sight, hopping along the ground to draw the attention of the lizard. “Look at me, I am a delicious bunny,” was what she wanted her body language to convey. It was an insane thing for a bunny to do, and her instincts screamed in rebellion. However, if she could not deal with predators and other monsters in a controlled environment, there was no way she would be able to do it for real.
The lizard, as she had intended, spotted her and began thundering along the ground towards her. If she were to flee that instant, she might escape even without magic and her new skills. However, that was not the point. Do not cut corners. That, she thought, should be her motto.
If the lizard reached her, its powerful jaw would be able to crush her in an instant.
As the creature’s mouth began to open, at the last instant, Tisk acted. She no longer needed her hopping mantra, at least as long as her mind was not wandering too badly, and thinking the single word called up all the necessary mental patterns. Likewise, she could now draw upon the pool in the same action as thinking the word.
[Mop]
Tisk sprung away, though she was not going too far. In fact, her jump was less away, and more just upwards. She knew it would be a strange sight for anyone watching, a bunny popping straight up into the air without warning, but the only one else there was a lizard. Plus, Tisk doubted that he understood enough of what had happened to appreciate the oddity. The lizard ran past where Tisk had been, looking around in confusion as she began to descend.
[Floft]
She was fast enough with her magic that now she could cast the cushioning spell right before she landed, rather than needing to do so ahead of time. It meant she did not need to push herself to extend the spell, and did not have to worry about it running out before hitting the ground.
Landing directly behind the lizard, Tisk used a paw to bat at the monster’s tail to get its attention. It spun around, jaws wide open.
[Mop]
She went backward this time. It was the most challenging way for her to use the spell. Her legs had been designed by the dungeon to propel herself forward, and when using the spell in such an unnatural fashion, the distance of the mop was limited. The lizard’s teeth crashed down on thin air. Even limited, it was more than enough.
This continued for several more castings of the spell. While she had been nervous, excited, and a tad bit afraid all at the same time at the start of the exercise, Tisk realized she was almost growing bored. Her magic made it almost too easy to dodge the dumb lizard. She knew that it was dangerous. If she stopped paying attention and mistimed a leap, the lizard would win, magic or no magic. However, that did not change the fact that the only real challenge she found in the exercise was keeping her attention on it. Now she knew that there must be something wrong with her. What type of bunny was bored while facing a predator?
Tisk put more power into one of the spells, and threw herself across the dungeon, back to the bunny grove. Her cushioning spell ensured a soft landing for her, though it did kick up some dirt and grass. She needed to think, and it was hard to do that while a lizard wanted to eat her.
Tisk was not sure exactly why she was pushing herself in such a manner. She understood some of her motivation. If she were more than just an ordinary bunny, then she would never need to be afraid again. Once her magic was strong enough, predators would be no threat to her. But that did not make complete sense. She was putting herself into danger in the first place.
All the other bunnies just stuck around the grove, and they were fairly safe for the most part. Oh, every moon a bunny or two would end up eaten, but that was usually their own fault. Besides, the bunnies that were still alive seemed much better at avoiding dangerous situations. She suspected the rate they would die off would continue to fall in the next few moons, though there would probably always be bunny deaths.
For example, there was a time when one group of adventurers had smoked the bunnies out of the warren. Tisk did not understand why, but apparently, they needed a great deal of bunny meat and knew where they could find it. She had survived because she had been watching them from one of her holes. Unlike most of the bunnies, she was active all day rather than just dawn and dusk.
Once the adventurers had left, the dungeon had just recreated the bunnies. They were not the same bunnies, of course, and Tisk found herself missing her old companions, but the new group was a decent enough lot.
The point, Tisk supposed, was that she wanted magic for more than just keeping herself safe. She considered the possibility that she wanted magic for the sake of the other bunnies. And while she would love to be able to teach them words and magic, none of them seemed to care about anything other than grass and hopping. She was not opposed to protecting them, if she was able to, but that was not a motivating factor for her either.
In the distance, Tisk could see an adventuring group approaching along the path to her cave. Just like that, she had her answer. It was them. The adventurers threw themselves into danger for the sake of becoming better. They pushed themselves and did not back down even when they got hurt. She could not help but admire them. Being a bunny was fine, and she enjoyed it well enough. But part of her wished the dungeon had made her as a dwarf, they were nice and furry, or perhaps an elf with their big ears.
She wanted to be like them, and that hurt. Because even with her magic and her newfound skill, the gulf between Tisk and the adventurers was more than she could fathom.




Chapter 10

Braving the Darkness



Tisk’s melancholy stayed with her for several suns. At times, she even had difficulty using her magic and had to return to reciting mantras as intrusive thoughts kept hopping their way into her head. She even stopped following the adventurers; it was just too painful.
Instead, she sat near the boundary where the cold snow outside ended, and the lush grass inside started. Gusts of wind would blow drifting piles inward to where she could reach. Most of the bunnies retreated further into their glade, but Tisk just sat in the snow tracing patterns and watching it melt until she could no longer stand the cold.
It would have made a good learning opportunity for crafting some type of ice spell, but she found herself too preoccupied for even that.
In the end, it was seeing a one-armed adventurer pass through the cave, that woke her from her stupor. There was a man persevering despite his hardships, doing exactly what an adventurer was supposed to be doing. She was a perfectly healthy bunny, and yet she was wallowing in pity like… Tisk did not know what types of creatures wallowed in pity and hoped that she was not the only one. Snakes, snakes probably wallowed all day with how awful they were. Yes, Tisk could imagine the foul things just wallowing in all of their snakeness. Of course, the fact that she had something in common with those vile creatures was discomforting in of itself.
Perhaps she could not be exactly like adventurers, but that did not mean that she could not strive towards the same ideals. Following their lead had led her so far; she could not possibly stop where she was, not after she had learned magic!
However, it had become apparent that she had reached, or at the very least was close to, the limits of her growth without new challenges. Perhaps if she just waited around, some new test would present itself. However, Tisk wanted to take action and seek out something to push her limits. Only, she was not allowed to leave the cave, rules were still rules, so that left only one place for her to go.
She needed to go into the snake tunnels. Snake and spider tunnels, she amended to herself.
However, she had grown as a bunny and would be better prepared. Tisk felt there was no need to attempt to explore the dungeon all at once. From what she had learned from the adventurers, it went very deep. She could at least find out for herself what was on the other end of the tunnels. For all she knew, there could be another glade with even more bunnies and grass that was even greener on the other side of the tunnel. Or, perhaps, there would be a giant snake. Finding out would be part of the fun.
Tisk considered trying to add another spell to her repertoire. Something more offensive that could stop a monster at a distance would round out her arsenal nicely. If she spent a moon or two, she could likely learn enough about the cold to cobble something together. Perhaps it would not be as destructive as an ice lance or a frost storm, but she was a smart bunny. Surely she could get something to work.
However, what stopped her was a fear that had plagued her for most of her life. Many of the spell-casters only knew a pawful of spells, and some of them only one or two. She understood why that was, it was difficult to learn them, and she thought each one might require more and more rigorous structuring of her thoughts to avoid the concepts becoming all mixed up.
Unfortunately, what she did not know was how many spells she would be able to learn. She had always worried about running out of space for words, and another spell might just fill her up.
She did not know what she would do if she could no longer learn anything new, or perhaps even worse, if the new stuff started pushing out the old stuff. She had already identified that her memory of events and her days had degraded. How much worse could it become? It did not seem like she would be able to function if she could not even remember what had happened a few hops ago.
Besides, when it came to dealing with monsters, she already had a method that seemed to work perfectly fine. She just needed to remain more mobile than them. That was always the survival technique of a bunny, and just because she had magic, that did not mean she should throw out the fundamentals. At some point in the future there might be a much more useful spell that she would want to learn, and she would hate to be unable to because she had made a rash decision here.
Still, it would be nice to be able to cover her foes in frost and ice.
Her first official adventure - she did not count the previous two times she had gone into the tunnel - needed a bit of preparation. All of the mop spells in the dungeon would not help her if she could not see where she was going. There would be no adventurers lighting the way for her this time.
That was why Tisk was in a tree. The glow fruit that grew in them did not cast much light individually, but it would be enough. Sometimes the adventurers who were more poorly equipped would even grab a few to light their way. However, she had seen a few cracked open. It was not the fruit itself that glowed, but the liquid inside of them.
Unfortunately, the fruits were attached to the trees more firmly than she would have expected. Kicking one of them caused it to rock back and forth, and she could faintly see the liquid sloshing around inside. A few kicks later, and she was thoroughly frustrated.
There were always her teeth. She was sure that she could gnaw through the stem and cause the fruit to come crashing down, but she had tried eating one of the fruits before. It had an awful taste that she had been unable to get out of her mouth for several suns, and she did not at all believe it would be good for a bunny to eat one of the fruits.
Another, more interesting, option appealed to Tisk. She had designed the mop spell to allow her to jump further than a bunny could normally jump. However, what was a jump if not a kick against the ground. Granted, it was a very particular kind of kick, but it was a kick nonetheless. She had never considered that the spells she already knew might have other uses.
Bracing her back paws against the fruit and her front paws against the branch, she decided that it was worth a try.
[Mop]
As Tisk tumbled to the ground, she saw the fruit arcing just as ungracefully through the air away from the tree. It worked, but she had not thought at all what would happen to her once the fruit was gone.
[Floft]
She had been unable to twist herself to land on her feet, but that did not matter. The hard log she came down on felt as soft as a bunny. Reorienting herself, she spotted where the fruit had crashed and darted over.
The liquid had spilled out and was pooling on the ground. The dirt did not seem to want to soak it up, but that was fine with her. Tisk threw herself into the puddle and began to roll around.
This was inordinately dangerous, she knew. For the last moon or so, adventurers had been coming both day and night, not just during the day, and one group would come in practically before the other one left. They scarcely gave the dungeon time to reset everything.
Glowing like a bunny normally did not glow, would attract attention far more than her blue fur. It would also make hiding significantly more difficult. However, she had already decided to take a risk by going into the tunnel and figured that she might as well take another one. She needed to see, after all. Besides, while it might make it harder to hide, she was not planning on hiding from predators this time.
Tisk had considered just rolling one of the fruits down the tunnel. However, their skin blocked much of the light they produced, and one alone might not be sufficient. Besides, if it came down to fleeing, she did not want to worry about managing a rolling fruit while also trying to stay alive.
Making a glowing rock like some of the adventurers had was something she had considered. It would be easy to push a stone through the puddle. However, the only way to carry it would be to hold it in her mouth, and she did not want that liquid mixing with her saliva. Another possibility she had considered and then discarded was a glowing stick. One end could glow, and the other could be for her to hold. However, Tisk was not at all confident in her ability to hold a stick while mopping about and dodging monsters.
So, she was making herself glow.
After satisfying herself that the liquid had indeed stuck to her fur and that she was now casting light, Tisk went to the tunnel entrance.
An adventuring group had entered the cave just before she started her work on the glow-fruit, and gone down one of the other tunnels. They were all the same, filled with snakes, and led to the same place. She had learned that from listening. Tisk considered going down the same tunnel as they had. It would be safer, but that would defeat the entire point of the expedition. Besides, she did not want to go down that tunnel. She wanted to face this one, the one she had failed to transverse twice before.
Of course, there was one other very good reason for not following in the adventurers’ footsteps. They might notice a glowing blue bunny following behind them, even if the bright liquid was not itself blue. And while she was not entirely sure, because all adventurers pretty much looked alike, she thought the group currently in the dungeon was the one that had momentarily captured her. They regularly went through the dungeon, and whenever they were about, Tisk did her best to make herself scarce. It would be best not to hop into them from behind.
Standing at the entrance to the tunnel, she felt her old fear. It was right for a bunny to be afraid of a snake. Only, there was something different about it now. It was duller, almost like it was the memory of a fear, or perhaps something that was in the process of becoming a memory but was not quite there.
Well, if she really wanted to make it a memory, she would need to go in. And who knew what she might find at the end. Perhaps there would even be treasure worthy of a bunny.
The darkness of the cave did not swallow her but was instead pushed back by her light. She did not use any magic right away. While she could likely reach the end of the tunnel rapidly with repeated use of her magic, there was a risk to it. With the darkness, the distance she could see was limited. If she tried to propel herself too far, she would not be able to see where she was landing. It would be horrible for her adventure to be cut short because she threw herself into a pile of snakes.
Instead, she set a brisk pace, hopping the mundane way through the tunnel. She stayed alert, and every time a stray thought began to enter her mind, she pushed it away. Tisk needed to be ready for danger at any moment.
She did not need to wait long. While the light allowed her to see, it also made it so others could see her. In fact, it was probably easier for them to see her than the other way around. Two snakes slithered into her view.
If she turned around that instant, she was still far enough away that she could escape without having to resort to magic. Instead, she continued to charge at them as they came to her. If they were confused by the apparently suicidal actions of the bunny, they showed no sign of it. But why would they care? A dinner that delivered itself to them was a gift that should not be ignored.
[Mop]
She sprung into the air before they entered what she thought might be striking distance. Tisk made sure to give herself enough height so that the snakes could not rear up and catch her as she went overhead. She was not sure if that was something they did, or even could do, not having seen them fight much. When she had followed the two adventurers down this tunnel, she had been too preoccupied with staying hidden and not getting eaten herself to learn snake combat tactics. Still, it was a possibility she could simply make impossible by jumping higher, so she did.
Her target landing spot was nowhere near the furthest she could go. It was well within her radius of light so she could aim for it appropriately and be sure that she was not landing in the midst of danger.
Moving through the air, lighting up more of the tunnel, she could see there was another snake drawn by the glowing bunny. She was glad that she had not tried to jump further, because this new challenger was already approaching her landing spot. She would need to act fast.
[Floft]
[Mop]
Practically at the same time she landed, she bounded back into the air. There were more snakes ahead; in fact, there were more of the monsters than she had been expecting. So again, before she had landed, Tisk was planning her next jump.
The only thing that saved her life was spotting the spider at the last minute, and remembering that webs did not have to be just along the ground.
[Floft]
When she hit the ground, instead of jumping right away, she allowed her momentum to slide her under the broad web that stretched across the tunnel. But now she needed to avoid the snakes, and there were even more snakes up ahead where she would like to land.
[Mop]
[Floft]
[Mop]
Tisk performed a maneuver she had never tried before. When she leapt, she did not aim for the tunnel floor ahead, where two more snakes were waiting. Instead, she launched herself against the wall, and in the same motion that she hit it, pushed away again, simply bypassing the entire cluster of snakes entirely.
It was difficult; her reaction needed to be incredibly quick. Tisk needed to dispel the cushioning spell almost right away in order to get the speed from the next jump spell. As she traveled through the air, her body needed to twist just right to make contact with the surface that was not parallel to the ground.
But bunnies were excellent at rapidly changing directions to evade predators. This was no different than quickly escaping through grass. It was just in three dimensions...and it involved magic.
Before long, Tisk was bouncing from wall to wall, not even touching the ground or any of the threats below her. There was the occasional spider web that required her to go down or above, but all-in-all her strategy was working perfectly. The tunnel was narrow enough that she did not need to put too much energy into each spell, but wide enough that she had time to reorient herself with each jump.
Bouncing like that was a bit dizzying, but there was a great joy bubbling up in her heart. If a bunny were capable of laughing, she would be doing so right that moment. What did she care if she couldn’t slay great beasts, she was Tisk the Untouchable.
The monsters began to thin out, which was probably for the best as she was starting to feel a bit of a strain. She was far from exhausted; she would not let herself go that far. She would have to make the return trip at some point, she knew. But the trip had taken a bit out of her. Making a decision, she plopped herself back on the ground after not seeing another snake or overgrown spider for about a dozen magical hops. She then continued scampering along the floor like an ordinary bunny.
Down the tunnel, she thought she could faintly hear some distant roar, but the noise was gone as soon as she focused on it. Tisk was more concerned about something else.
A scent was in the air, one that she recognized, and Tisk’s eyes began to dart around. The tunnel was growing wider and taller, and suddenly she realized that four other tunnels all emptied into the spot she was located. If anything, it was a cave of its own. She raised her guard, ready to hop away. Previously there were only two places where enemies could come from, forward, further down the tunnel, or behind. Now there were many.
In the center of the intersection of tunnels, Tisk spotted the source of the coppery smell. A snake, if she could call it that, was dead in the middle of the cave. Someone had decapitated it three times over.
Tisk had to look again to make sure her eyes were functioning right. For one thing, it was a very large snake. Just as the spiders she had passed were like the spiders of her cave but many times more dangerous, this snake was as many times larger than the other snakes. She did not think it would have had trouble at all digesting an adventurer.
The other odd thing about the decapitated snake, and she was beginning to wonder if that was really what it was, was that it had three heads. Or rather, it used to have three heads. The body split into three branches, which made up its neck she supposed. It was not really clear to her where the dividing line between body, neck, tail, and head on a snake was exactly. Still, the necks split away from one another and currently ended in bloody stumps. Three snake heads that could swallow her without blinking were scattered around the room.
She jumped back as she heard the roar again. A moment later, the noise was gone, and she was not entirely sure if she had heard it at all. Tisk waited for her heart to slow down. If she had heard the roar, or whatever the noise was, it had not come from the corpse. She resumed her visual inspection.
Looking closer, it seemed as if the adventurers may have removed the fangs from the heads. It was either that, or they never had fangs to begin with, but from the damage and blood around the mouth, she thought her first guess was correct.
Obviously, that adventuring group had come through here before her. In this case, Tisk was willing to make an exception and was fine with them having slain this obstacle for her. She made her way around the body, doing her best to hug the cavern wall. She almost jumped over it but thought better of it. She was sure it was dead, but…
Tisk did not see a reason to tempt fate.
The bunny paused for a moment. That last word, “fate,” tugged at something in her mind. It was important for some reason. But as quickly as the thought came to Tisk, it was gone. As she reached the other side of the area, she paused only a moment seeing another tunnel continue on down.
She began hopping again, seeing no sign of resistance living or dead.
After a short time, there was a light ahead, other than her own, and it was growing in intensity. After a moment, she realized that rather than getting brighter, it was getting closer, or rather she was getting closer. Slowing down to an even more cautious pace, she was in uncharted territory, Tisk approached what she now recognized as the end of the tunnel.
Twice more, she had heard the roaring sound. It was louder each time, and she was certain it was coming from up ahead. She was less certain, however, that it was an actual roar. She could not put her paw on it, but something about it seemed odd. It started and stopped too suddenly, and the time interval between the noise was too consistent. However, the only way to find out for sure was to continue onward.
She wished she had some way to extinguish her glow as she crept forward. A light spell, or perhaps some magic to allow her to see in the dark, would have been much better than the glow juice she had coated herself in. Tisk decided it was probably for the best she had not filled her head up with some sort of ice or cold spell. There were so many non-combat oriented uses of magic that she would rather be able to cast.
Finally, the tunnel opened into a large chamber. The roar had cut off right before she arrived, and she could not see any sign of its source. As Tisk looked around, she realized this cave was indeed large. However, it was as much unlike her cave as the enormous cavern that adventurers came from was unlike her own. In fact, it might have been even more alien. The area beyond which she was permitted by the rules at least had trees.
If her home cavern was long and wide, this chamber was tall and deep. The tunnel opened up onto a ledge, that wrapped around a giant hole in the center before it fed into another tunnel that looked like it went even deeper. The chamber was lit by glowing blue crystals protruding from the wall and ceiling and irregular intervals. Some parts were brightly lit, while others were cast in shadows.
Looking over the edge of the path, she could see the pit went far down. At the bottom of the pit was a pool of water that glistened blue in the light. Every so often, a tunnel would pop back into a chamber onto a stretch of stone path that would spiral down a bit before heading into another tunnel. Some of the paths much further down had water spilling out onto them and then cascading down into the pool below. It seemed to her the way down was to head into the side tunnels until they popped back into the chamber and brought you to another tunnel that would lead even deeper.
Either that, or somebunny could just jump.
Tisk backed away from the ledge. Floft made things soft, but she did not know if they made them that soft. If she missed the pool and landed on the rocks…
She looked at the path along the ledge and then looked back up the tunnel from where she had come from. In the darkness she could make out a trail of faintly glowing pawprints. She supposed there were also many of them along the walls. Hopefully they all faded away before an adventurer passed by. Or perhaps the dungeon would just clean them away when it reset for the next group. The pattern of what the dungeon would and would not reset seemed very complicated, and she had yet to piece it all together.
Her plan was to find out what was on the other end and then go back. However, she had come so far and still felt like she had plenty of energy. Looking at her fur, she could tell that while the glow juice from the glow fruit had noticeably dimmed, it was still plenty bright enough.
Going just a bit further and seeing what was in the next tunnel could not hurt. After all, this chamber did not really count; it was more of a transition point for going from one area to the next.
Decision made, Tisk continued forward. However, she made sure to take her time. For some reason, the rock was glistening and damp. The pads of her feet gave her decent traction, but it was still slippery. If she were to try casting mop she did not know how it would work if her feet just flew out from under her.
Despite her caution, the ledge was quite wide for a bunny. Bunnies also carried their weight low to the ground, so even if she hopped and lost her grip, there was little chance that she would tumble over the edge as long as she did not get too close to it. However, she could see how the two-legs could have a hard time. Balancing on their back feet like that all the time was probably difficult for them in the first place, and they were much larger than her. She did not think they would find the ledge narrow, but they certainly would not call it spacious.
Tisk was rather enjoying the fact that she, a bunny, could transverse this obstacle easier than a true adventurer could. Granted, it was not much of an obstacle for either of them, but it was nice knowing that there was at least one thing bunnies were superior at. She just wished she knew how the stone had gotten wet in the first place. It seemed strange and out of place.
A strange roar came from above; it was the same roar she had heard earlier, but much closer. Unfortunately, like all the other creatures she had spent so much time mocking for foolishly only thinking in two dimensions, she was not looking up. Though she did not recognize the sound, for she had never heard it before this adventure, as her head turned and saw her impending doom slamming into the walkway Tisk realized that the sound of falling water crashing down in a torrent was a bit like that of a heavy rainstorm a hundred times over. If she had made that connection only a heartbeat earlier, perhaps she would have been able to act in time.
The water slammed into her, pushing her along. Tisk’s claws tried to dig into the stone, but they did little more than scratch it. She cursed herself for not developing a digging spell. A freeze spell! Had she not dismissed the idea, she could neutralize the water easily.
The bulk of the waterfall had missed her. Had she been a little further back, closer to the snake tunnel, she would have been instantly swept over the side. As it was, the runoff was threatening to do the same regardless. Her scrambling claws were slowing her inevitable end, but the flow of the water was just too hard, constantly pushing her along.
She did not even stop to marvel at how quickly her little bunny brain was able to reach an answer. If her body was not enough to save her, then it would have to be her mind or magic. However, considering how simple the situation was, she was a bunny being pushed away by a hard flow of water, she did not see much that her brain might be able to leverage to her advantage. Magic it was then.
Mop might be able to raise her above the flow of the water, but in the time it took her to tense her legs for a jump, the water would be able to carry her even faster without them holding against the ground, and again there was the concern of traction. Floft was useless as well. All it did was make impacts against things softer.
But then she remembered how she got down the glow fruit. There was flexibility to magic.
[Floft]
Tisk did not focus on making her interaction with the ground a soft one. Instead, she focused on weakening the constant push of water, and softening its blow. The visualization was hard. Water was something that she did not normally think of as hard or soft, but all she had to do was recall the force of the impact when it first hit her. The resistance the water put up as she tried to scramble back could certainly be described as hard.
Almost immediately, she felt the push weaken. It was still there, but it was more as if the water was another bunny trying to nudge her towards the edge. Why a bunny would do something like that, she could not possibly imagine, but that was not the point. The only problem was that there was a bunny in every direction, and she could not hop away. However, Tisk could fight bunny to bunny, even if most bunnies were stronger than her.
Her paws continued to scramble, and she had to recast Floft again. However, eventually, the tide of water subsided and then stopped altogether, leaving a glistening stone ledge. Looking behind her, Tisk could see that she was just a single hop away from a very long fall.
Looking back at the snake tunnel and then at the other, unknown tunnel, Tisk quickly made a decision. She was not sure if she wanted to go further anymore, but the water had swept her down away from the snake tunnel. She wanted to get out of its path as soon as possible.
Tisk made it to the next tunnel without incident and decided there were no serious, immediate threats. She turned back to watch the ledge again, and sure enough before too long, water spilled down from a hole that she only spotted because she was looking for it. It flowed along, following the gentle downward spiral of the path while cascading over the edge. The flow exhausted itself before reaching her, which was certainly a relief when she realized she might have been washed deeper down this new unknown tunnel.
This was an example of why context was important. She had heard the adventurers complaining about waterfalls but had not been able to picture what they were. Now she knew. Tisk could not imagine that these were anything but the waterfalls, and she agreed that they were indeed annoying.
She watched for some more time and did not have to wait much longer for the water to come again. The timing seemed consistent, and she felt confident in her ability to dart back up during the gap.
Shaking a bit, she threw off some of the water on her coat when she noticed something. Her glow had been all washed away.




Chapter 11

[Thearthea]



With no source of light, Tisk’s options were limited. She could make it back to the snake tunnel, but navigating through it in the dark would be difficult. The only reason she was considering it at all was the fact that she had left the glowing paw prints behind that she could use to retrace her jumps. She would just need to perfectly aim to land in each place, accounting for the fact that angles would need to be different going backwards, while hoping that no spiders had constructed new webs, and that she had left a solid print with each jump.
No, going back was not much of an option.
Luckily, the way forward, while unknown and thus more than a little bit intimidating, might not be as treacherous. The tunnel did not seem to be as long, and while dark, she could see the illumination at the far end. Tisk decided that she had come this way for adventure and at this point she might as well see what she would find.
To say that Tisk was shocked would have been an understatement. It was another cavern, reminiscent of her home, but twisted and distorted. Where her glade would have been there was one of those glowing crystals surrounded by a circle of grass. This new cave was filled with them, but around the others were gnarled trees that looked far more dead than the ones outside her own cave. The forest of blackened trees filled the darkness between crystals as well.
Occasionally she saw things moving deeper in the cave. However without the light of the glow fruit and only the dim light of the crystals she could not get a good look at them. But, from what she could see they did not look friendly.
She hopped towards the first crystal. At the very least grass meant dirt, and dirt meant she could dig herself a hole where she should get some rest. Grass also meant a meal. Although this particular grass did not look too healthy in the dim light, it would be better than nothing.
As she got closer, her heart cried in relief. There were other bunnies here. If a normal bunny could survive, it meant she, a bunny with magic, could as well. She would be safe until she figured out a way home.
Only, they were not normal bunnies. For one thing, the smallest of them was twice as large as the largest bunny she knew. Their bodies also lacked the soft fluff that she was familiar with. They had fur, yes, but it looked rough and there was no luster to it. They were lean with more muscle in a leg than she had in her entire body. They also looked mean, but that might have been just her being judgmental.
Realization struck her. These must be the rabbits that adventurers sometimes mistook bunnies for. To her the differences were obvious, but it had taken her a long time to tell the difference between dwarves, elves, and humans. It was understandable then that a two-leg might look at a bunny and a rabbit and think they were the same thing.
Tisk cautiously moved forward, but she was not afraid. They might not be bunnies, exactly, but they were close enough. She could see they had even dug holes, just like her friends. Perhaps she could find a good place in their warren to dig herself a little side chamber.
One of the rabbits moved to block her path and a moment later began to let out a honking growl. Tisk stepped back in surprise, and the animal continued to warn her off.
Tisk huffed and hopped away. She was not one to go where she was not welcome, and no one would ever catch her taking property that did not belong to her. If the rabbits did not want her going into their warren, so be it. However, it was rather rude and inconsiderate of them to act like that.
She spent a good part of the remainder of the day digging out a hole to sleep in. It had two exits in case one got blocked, but she could not find anything that seemed like Stinkweed close by, and she was not willing to head into the dark forest until she had a better handle on her situation.
She was not entirely certain if it was “dark” up in her cave when she went to sleep. The adventuring group had passed back out at one point, and Tisk managed to hide herself in her partially dug hole. She considered trying to hitch a ride with them, and if they had been any other group, she may have tried to trail after them in the tunnel. There would be another group eventually.
The crystals dimmed at one point, and she was feeling tired, so it seemed to her that it might as well be night. Tisk went to bed and would tackle her problems in the morning.
With a night of solid, if not the most comfortable, rest behind her, Tisk realized that her situation was not nearly as bad as it had seemed. At first she felt like returning home would be contingent on either getting herself a piece of glowing crystal, or developing a light spell. However, all she needed to do was follow a group out. As long as it was not that one group, she would be fine with them lighting her way. With so many adventurers coming and going these days, she could leave practically whenever she wanted to.
Knowing that she had a way home if she wished it, and having a safe little hole in her current location changed her outlook. There was no rush to get back. It was not like she would miss anything. It was true that there were no blue flowers down here, but maybe she might find something even better. She could take her time and explore. It could be a little vacation.
With all the tools available to the adventurers that were denied to her, she thought she was most fortunate to have access to this one. As much as she would have loved to have paws capable of grabbing or a mouth capable of speaking, the possibilities afforded to her by magic were endless. Or at least she assumed so. Currently she only knew of a small number of possibilities. There was the ice spike she had witnessed, and the cold spell the wizard had mentioned. She had seen fire and lightning spells before. Finally there was also her newfound ability to mop as well as to cushion her landing.
But it seemed to her that despite knowing what was likely only a small subset of possible words, she understood a great many concepts. Each one of those concepts was a potential spell that she could cast, if only she could determine the right way to wrap them all into a True Word.
It occurred to her that perhaps this tool could allow others to hear her words. Communicating and speaking aloud was certainly a concept that she knew. The problem was, she was not clear exactly how speaking worked. She knew it had something to do with the mouth. That much was clear from watching adventurers chat. Different sounds seemed paired with different shapes of the mouths. Those observations also seemed to match her own experiences that when she squealed or made other noises, they seemed to come from her mouth.
She had, of course, tried replicating those with her own mouth for many moons. Unfortunately, the face of a rabbit, much like the paws of a rabbit, seemed to be incapable of replicating the motions of the two-legs. However, her experimentation was not so easily deterred.
Through great effort, she had managed to create a small pile of twigs positioned just right to rest her head on top of. The wood poked into her soft bunny flesh and was quite uncomfortable, however it had done the job of molding her face into one not too dissimilar to a humans.
Tisk was disappointed to discover that there was obviously something more to it. Paying close attention to her own body while she made noises, she suspected vocalization had something to do with the throat or wherever it was that the breath came to and from.
At the time she had given up, deciding that bunnies simply lacked the ability to speak. But perhaps bunnies only needed to learn magic in order to do so. But first she needed to understand speech better.
Tisk repeated her previous experiments, paying more attention. It was true that the shape of her face could affect the sounds that she could make. However, nothing came close to the speech of the adventurers.  Despite that failure, she did find it educational. The fact that was holding her back was that she was not really sure if her face was actually in the right shape.
She thought it was. At least it felt like it was. It certainly was not in the shape of a bunny. If she could get the cooperation of the other bunnies, it would have been a great triumph. However, Tisk lacked the proper tools to communicate her intention to them. She needed magic to speak to them, but she could not get that magic without speaking to them. It was a most vexing problem.
For a while she simply watched them eating. Obviously she had seen bunnies eat before. She herself had eaten most days of her life. However, she had never really paid attention to the movement of the mouth. It was fascinating watching, really watching, from the outside. However, it told her nothing of the sounds.
Tisk tried kicking some of the bunnies to get them to make some noise. She knew it wasn’t necessarily nice, but she wasn’t very big and she wasn’t very strong. Unfortunately, that did not work either. The motion, and the kick back, meant she was never really able to pay close attention to what their mouths looked like. Hopping gently into the bunnies, she tried to slowly push them to her twig piles. Each time she pressed against them, they would hop away from her, towards her goal. But whenever she got them close, they would make several hops away in another direction.
Getting close enough to the humans to make her observations seemed like a bad idea. Likewise, trying to observe the mouth of a predator while it made noise seemed very likely to result in only being able to conduct one trial before bringing her experiments to an abrupt end.
In the end, Tisk had grown quite despondent. Despite her intelligence, her brain was simply too tiny to come up with a solution.
Perhaps she would never be able to communicate. She simply did not know how to speak aloud. Of course, Tisk supposed that if she understood how to make her words go beyond her own head, then she would not be needing to wrap the idea up into a True Word in the first place.
As that thought struck her, Tisk froze in place. There was something there, she just knew it. She simply wasn’t sure what it was. However, she knew that it was important, and that she was somewhere close. She could not move and could not allow herself to be distracted until she figured out what it was. Her thoughts were small tiny things and she knew they were very fragile. If she took a single hop they might break.
FOCUS!
A spell for thought, words, communication or even speech would be great. However, she had been struggling with those concepts her entire thinking life, even before she had words for them. The ideas were so much larger than her and far too large for her to fully pack into a True Word. She needed to think smaller. She needed to be focused. Some part of her thoughts had been focused. It had been narrow. She just needed to retrace her own ideas.
She could not speak aloud. She was still as far from understanding how that worked as when she started. However… She did understand how to speak silently. She could speak in her own head, without even moving any part of her body. Tisk could shape and order words in her own thoughts. She had been doing it ever since she had words.
She understood how it worked. Well, perhaps she didn’t understand exactly how it worked, she still had many questions about where thoughts came from, but she understood the experience a great deal.
And if she could hear words silently in her head, who was to say that other bunnies and adventurers could not do the same? In fact, it would be strange if the adventurers couldn’t. She could do it and she was only a simple bunny after all.
If they could hear their own words in their head, and she could hear her own words in her head, might it be possible to mix those two applications of the same concept? Might it be possible that adventurers could hear Tisk’s words in their heads?
Obviously they had not been able to so far, but that was what magic was for. The concept was solidifying in her mind, but the details were not clear. She needed to figure it all out in order for the magic to work. Tisk needed to understand exactly what she was trying to accomplish. The concept needed to be crystalline like ice, frozen with all of the connecting details.
Would they be hearing her speak? Hearing her words? Hearing her thoughts? Perhaps it was not hearing at all, maybe it was thinking. There was certainly a difference with hearing with her ears and hearing with her mind. They would be thinking her words...
That was so close, but she could feel that it was not quite right. She was almost distracted by the experience of that feeling. It was similar to the feelings that told her how to be a good bunny, but it felt subtly different and Tisk felt like it was coming from somewhere else.
Tisk violently shook her head. She needed to stay on task. She was so close and could not allow herself to get distracted. Tisk had never realized just how much her thoughts wandered until this moment when she needed to-
NO!
In order for others to hear her, it was right for them to think her words. It was not just that they would think them, they needed to hear them. It was not just that they were her words. It was important that they be HER words.
The target would think and they would hear. It would be her thoughts that were speaking.
Think hear thought speak...
Tisk pondered that.
Thinhear-thouspe?
Thieartheak?
Thearthea…
Thearthea!
The mental connections snapped into place almost effortlessly. Unlike her other spells which had taken prolonged preparation, once she had selected a word that… felt right, it interlinked with her thoughts instantaneously. This was a dream she had her entire life. She had other dreams of communicating with others in different ways, but this one was an entity of its own. Without knowing it she had been preparing for this for moons.
[Thearthea]
Tisk could feel the magic pulse through her, but nothing seemed to happen. She sat there for a moment, trying to figure out if she had done something wrong. Magic was something that was still relatively new to her after all. She had been piecing it together from just small snippets that she had overheard. Perhaps she misunderstood part of the basic concept. But the magic had gone somewhere, and it also begged the question of how she had been managing to use magic up until this point if she had misunderstood the core concept. Perhaps she was simply wrong about already having all the connections for her version of a true word. The other two spells had taken moons after all. Was there a way she could she tell if it worked?
She imagined herself thinking “hello” at the rabbit, and it responding. If she could get this to-
As soon as she thought that, she could feel a slight drain of magic, much smaller than the initial pull on her mana. At the same time, the bunny she had been staring at, intently wishing she could speak to, turned its head and began looking around frantically.
Tisk nearly stood up on her hind legs. Had it worked? What was different, she thought rapidly. Maybe it was just a coincidence. What, if anything, had been different? Crystalize it. Focus and intent was important to magic. Of course! She had failed to have the proper visualization of her goal. There was no way the rabbit could hear her if she was not sending anything to hear.
True to her name, Tisk angrily tisked at herself. She was not some young newly born bunny with no words. She should not still be making mistakes like this. Visualizing was a bit hard at first. She did not know what the inside of a mind looked like when words entered into it. But, perhaps it was the intent that was more important. Tisk focused on the words.
The magic still lingered. There was no need to cast the spell again. She only needed the intent.
She tried to make sure her words lost their fluidity and became more solid in her mind. In her tiny bunny brain, she tenderly held the words in her paws. They were not just thoughts or concepts. They were specific words she was thinking. Tisk had them. Then she pushed them outward.
Can you hear me, fellow bunny?
The rabbit jerked again, looking for the source of the noise its ears could not pinpoint. Or at least that was what Tisk assumed it was doing. She was sure, beyond any doubt, that it had worked. She realized that only two trials, one of which was not really a trial but more of an accident, was likely not nearly enough for a conclusion. However, she was so excited that she had decided that was enough to declare victory.
It was unfortunate that the rabbit could not understand her words, though even if the rabbit could, Tisk had no way of hearing his words. It briefly passed through her mind that now she could truly begin to teach the other bunnies. Eventually they could even learn the True Words she had just come up with. Her enthusiasm momentarily ebbed, as she remembered how moons ago she had decided that she was the only bunny with any interest in words or speech. Perhaps she would eventually try, but she did not hold much hope.
At the moment, however, she wanted to try a real test of her new ability. She needed to find an adventurer and try to speak with them. Obviously she would have to remain hidden. They were already too interested in taking her from her home, and she doubted being able to speak with them would make them any less interested. At the very least, if she was ever captured again, she might be able to explain to them that it was against the rules for her to leave.
Waiting for an appropriate adventurer proved to be a frustrating experience.
Plenty of adventurers passed by, and it was not that there was anything particularly wrong with any of them. However, establishing contact with her spell would definitely make her existence known. It seemed prudent to do her best to minimize how many people knew that a magical bunny existed in the dungeon. Given that there was already one group that knew that such an enchanting bunny called the caves her home, they seemed like the best ones to try to communicate with.
Tisk had never paid much attention to how frequently any given group came to the dungeon, other than occasionally noticing that she recognized two legs. As such, she was not sure how long she would need to wait. Keeping track of time was difficult, even with the periodic dimming and brightening of the light crystals, but surely she had been waiting for more than a pawful of suns.
However, her unquestionable patience finally bore fruit. From a carefully prepared hiding spot, she saw the group. As Tisk thought she made clear on many occasions, she was a patient bunny. She knew better than to immediately cast her spell. Instead she wanted to listen to these adventurers and make sure they were the right sort to talk to. It would not do to fall in with a bad crowd. It would also be a good opportunity to take their measure when she was not half afraid. As she sat in her hole listening to the conversation filling the cavern, she shifted her weight from left paws to right paws in anticipation.
There were four of them, two humans, an elf, and a dwarf.
The dwarf wore heavy armor made of metal chains and carried a mace and shield, while the elf was unarmed as far as Tisk could tell. Based on her experiences, that usually meant that he would be a spell-caster. The human female had a bow in hand, ready to draw an arrow, and on her belt the dagger that Tisk had almost, but not quite, drawn. The human male seemed to be the youngest in the group, and his gear looked newer, though less impressive than the others.
“So why’d this be the last day?” asked the human male.
“The guild and dungeon bargained. It has until the solstice. Tonight it must rebalance,” said the dwarf.
“Ha! I betcha it be cryin about that now. It gotta respawn all the beasties non-stop with all the adventurers rushin to get one last taste o’ gold,” replied the human male.
“Nah, Garret. I think the dungeon actually wants people in here. Don’t know why though. Seems to me like a hound loving its fleas,” said the human female as she scanned the chamber with the point of her arrow.
“Miss Emily is right. The leading hypothesis is that it has to do with something about how sentients refine and condense mana. Though it seems to me that something like the dungeon would be running at a loss with everything that it is required to materialize. Ultimately, however, it is something for the guild experts to contemplate. The important thing for us, is that today there is gold. Tomorrow, there may not be gold,” said the elf.
Already Tisk was pleased with her observation. She now knew that the humans were Garret and Emily. It also sounded like something was happening to the dungeon, and she was eager to learn more.
“Everyone knows that the guild does this sort of thing. But it sucks more than a zelwheper if you're delving when it happens,” said Emily.
“So why’d the guild give it so much buggin time? Only let more people hear about this gold mine,” grumbled Garret.
“It is just the way of things. Do not take without giving. A concession for a deal,” said the dwarf as he pushed a thorny bush out of the way with his mace.
“It is my pleasure to correct the esteemed Darwin Ironshield. If I had to hazard a guess, I believe it is more than that. This dungeon is young, and a dungeon needs a defender. Whatever resources it gains from adventurers wandering through it, I suspect it has been focusing them all into creating something that it feels will keep it safe,” said the elf as he followed after the dwarf, ignoring the scowl looking back at him.
They had passed Tisk’s hole, but while she had waited for the group she had created additional safe spots. The bunny darted through the shadows of this darker cave to her next vantage point, taking care not to miss any of the conversation.
“A defender? You mean that big lizard thing, Mr. Green?” asked Garret.
Tisk now knew the last two names. The dwarf was Darwin Ironshield and the elf was apparently Mr. Green. Thought Tisk noticed that the mage had winced as if in physical pain when Garret had asked his question.
“No, that is the boss monster. The dungeon makes them, All Mother knows why, for adventurers to face and kill at the bottom of the dungeon. You may not have noticed it last time with the excitement of your first boss kill, an understandable reaction. However, there was another door beyond the boss chamber. It never opens, or so I hear. On the other side is where you will find the dungeon heart, at least I would presume. Any mature dungeon will have an enormously powerful creature that puts the boss to shame protecting that room from any and all intruders. For all but the top-tier adventuring groups, it is all but certain death, and even then victory is something that would be difficult,” said Mr. Green the elf.
“But why’d they need protection. Aren’t dungeons tough nails?” asked Garret.
“Yeah… well that’s as true as the sun. But if you’re going to stick with this, you need to stick an important fact under your hat. Dungeons aren’t entirely sane and the lot of them are more paranoid than a king whose taste tester just died. I heard when the guild needed to put down the Vulcanus dungeon, after they got past the boss and what they thought was the dungeon defender, they cracked open the door to the core room. Only what they had always thought was the core was faker than my grandmother's teeth,” said Emily.
“Again, Ms. Emily is correct. There was an entire dungeon beneath the dungeon. Only the second dungeon was not built with testing and rewarding adventurers as its central philosophy. It had a singular purpose, that being to kill all who entered. It required an entire army to be sent in, and the death toll was rather large. You can be sure that the guild is, of course, much more dutiful about confirming the location of the heart and limiting the true defenses of a dungeon,” added Mr. Green.
Again Tisk was confused. The way they spoke, it sounded as if other dungeons existed. She had been hearing things like that more and more frequently. Or perhaps she had always heard adventurers speaking in such a way, and had just never caught on. At one point she had just thought it a strange way of referring to different parts of the dungeon. But that did not seem to be it at all. It also sounded like this “guild” had some authority over the dungeon and could actually bring it harm. But that simply did not make any sense.
As Tisk thought this over, the adventurers engaged in fighting with some of the monsters that called this cavern their home. The ones that seemed most dangerous were creatures the adventurers called Forgotten Deer. The monsters had some similarity to a sword deer, but they were nearly twice as tall and much leaner. Their legs were spindly and at times seemed like sticks. Tisk could see their ribs through their skin, and while their horns were not as dangerous as their Sword Deer cousins, they would rear up and bring their pointed legs down with ferocious piercing force.
A small herd rushed the group, and Tisk had a few theories confirmed. Mr. Green the elf was indeed a spellcaster. Rainbow bolts of energy streamed from his hand, knocking the Forgotten Deer down to the ground. Garret the human - Tisk had not noticed him sinking into the shadows - jumped on top of one of the downed deer and began rapidly plunging two short swords in and out of its torso with rapid succession.
Drawil Ironheart, the dwarf, bashed a Forgotten Deer that got too close in the head with his shield as it tried to rear and with his other hand he smashed his mace into its skull. Meanwhile, Emily fired a second arrow, after downing her first foe, at a deer that was coming towards Garett from behind.
Tisk was impressed. They were not the best group she had ever seen, but they worked well together. As they were cleaning the blood off of their weapons, and cracking open the chest cavity of the male Forgotten Deer who had led the pack, their conversation resumed.
“Why’d the guild let it make a defender if they be worried about it getting out of hand?” asked Garret, wiping his blade on the coat of one of the dead deer.
“It is just as I said true. Frevir was quick to correct. He should choose words with more care,” said the dwarf.
Tisk was confused. Who was Frevir, and why was the dwarf smiling so much?
“I am afraid I must make the concession that perhaps I spoke in haste earlier.” Mr Green sighed heavily. “Esteemed Drawil Ironheart was correct. The relationship with a dungeon must be reciprocal, or the dungeon will rebel. Dungeons, once they mature, will not tolerate feeling undefended. This particular dungeon is young, but large for its age. Initially, it probably had put very few resources into defense. When the guild representatives showed up to negotiate with it, the poor thing was probably terrified with how easily they reached its heart. Likely it realized that if they had wanted to, they could have killed it and there would have been nothing in its power to stop them. Only the guild knows the details, but they probably agreed to let it save up resources to produce something that it would feel comfortable using to protect itself. At least, that is what I expect to be what happened.”
She decided that there was not much point in waiting much longer. She knew their names and had a better idea of what they were capable of. They seemed like a nice enough bunch, and even if they wanted to capture her even more after this, it was not like she lacked means of escaping.
Focusing, Tisk cast her spell while focusing on the human female who had once caught her.
[Thearthea]
Hello?
Emily's eyes rapidly darted around, wide open.
“Is everything all right, Miss Emily?” asked the elf.
“You guys didn’t hear that?” the woman asked.
Of course, only one of them can hear. Oh, you can still hear can’t you?
She had not intended to transmit that second part. Well, that was not entirely true. If it was not her intent, then the thoughts would not have been sent, but it probably would have been better to keep that last thought to herself. She had wanted to be able to communicate for so long Tisk was not certain she would ever be able to stop. Wait! Had she sent those thoughts? No. That was good. It seemed the process of both thinking to herself and think-speaking to others at the same time might require a bit more work than she would have expected.
With a moment’s thought Tisk cast the spell three more times.
[Thearthea]
[Thearthea]
[Thearthea]
It might have been possible to do it all in one casting, but she was still getting the hang of this new spell and wanted to be sure it worked properly before she began experimentation. It was important to have at least one full conversation first. However, Tisk did wonder if-
No. It wasn’t the time for that. She needed to stay on track while these adventurers were within earshot of her hiding place.
Can you all hear this?
From their reaction, Tisk assumed the answer was yes, though perhaps they had heard her think “no'' to herself. Or maybe it had been one of her other many bunny thoughts. However, even though they had obviously heard something, did not directly respond to her. Instead they all exchanged a look and moved into a defensive posture, drawing their weapons.
“Who’s there?” shouted Emily.
“Be you spirit or mortal? If spirit, manifest here. The ancestors can help you,” the dwarf said with an authority he had lacked before.
She is Tisk… No that’s not right. Oh there is so much pressure. This is so much harder when there is only one chance to get my thoughts right. Tisk is Tisk- Pits! That’s still wrong…
The bunny paused a moment and took a breath. Despite her anxiety and nerves she was practically rocking with excitement. She finally had a chance to use the word “pits” in the appropriate context. There were so many other words she was going to get to use. Now she just needed to answer their question.
I am Tisk. Yes that is right. “I” am Tisk. It is a pleasure to make all of your acquaintances.
“The shite be a Tisk?” asked Garret.
Shite was a new one. She liked the sound of it. She thought it was a curse based on the context, but would need to-
She could finally ask!
Tisk is not a what, Tisk is a she. She is I. I am Tisk. It is my name. You all have names too, don’t you? Oh, and what does shite mean? Is it anything like shit?
The tips of their weapons lowered slightly, and their shoulders seemed to relax. That was a good thing, she thought. They no longer looked like predators about to pounce. Obviously they could tell a good honest bunny when they not quite heard one.
“He’s from the north and talks funny, like a dog that meows when it should bark. They’re the same thing,” said Emily.
 
“Shut ya hole. Maybe it be you who talks funny,” said Garret while looking over his shoulder and sneering.
Ahh, it’s one of those words that have two versions. I like those words.
“Keep your eyes focused, lad. No time for bickering now. Be prepared to move to flank,” whispered Drawil Ironheart the dwarf in a way that Tisk wondered if he intended for Tisk to hear him.
Garret just nodded in response and seemed to tense back up as his body crouched and his eyes began darting through the darkness.
“Listen… Tisk is it? Normally when people speak to one another they do so face to face. Would you mind showing yourself,” Emily said.
“I think it might be communicating with us via some spell. From the magic flow the source must be coming from somewhere nearby. If you can give me some more time, I might be able to pinpoint the location,” the elf said quietly.
Tisk did not like the sound of that, but she liked what Garret said next even less.
“I don’t like hearin notin in my head. We be wasting time with whateva this be. I vote we keep going. There be good coin with my name on it.”
Please, if you stay and talk with me, I can give you something.
“What can you give us?”
I’ve been collecting some of those coins you adventurers seem to like so much for some reason. I don’t know what they’re good for but I figured I would squirrel them away whenever someone dropped one in case they turned out to be useful.
“How many coins do you have?”
“And what type?”
Tisk could hear curiosity in her voice, which she figured was a good thing. A moon ago she had learned that twenty was an eighteen and two. It had made it easier for her to count the coins she had consolidated into a single hole. An adventurer had dropped a pouch, and through painstaking effort she had transported them into her salvaged coin container. While it was still a mystery, she knew that coins were supposed to be in pouches.
While she wanted to brag about her recent understanding of twenty. She thought the adventurers would likely be unimpressed. It would be better to show her mastery of numbers and impress them with how effortlessly she used them.
Tisk has twenty nines coins. Mostly the copper ones, but there’s a good number of the silver ones. There are not many of the gold. At least I think I have that. I don’t fully understand the difference between the various metals. They don’t taste very good.
Tisk hoped that she was able to project the pride she felt for her collection. When she had grabbed the first one after an adventurer had dropped it, it was simply in an attempt to understand why the adventurers were so excited about them. The second coin had been collected just to find out if the unpleasant taste of the first one was an anomaly, or if they all were just strange rock.
However, as various opportunities presented themselves to collect additional coins, she figured, “why not?” It had not been a hard endeavor to dig some small holes to hide them in. Placing them all into the pouch once she had found it had been more difficult, but still more than doable. Unfortunately, as the adventurers received her words, she could see their shoulders slump and faces transform into a frown.
“Twenty nines? Twenty-nine coins isn’t very many…” said Emily
It isn’t? I thought it was a lot. It seemed like a lot as I hid them… I’m sorry. That is all that Tisk has. I would offer to share with you my words, but other than Tallens and Greenders and a few other ones I came up with myself, I’ve learned all my words from adventurers like you.
Tisk saw Mr. Green gesture with his hand, and Garret began to move away from the group and the rest of them began to turn. At first she was not sure what was happening, but it caught her attention enough that she missed what Emily was saying. It clicked with sudden realization.
If you could all stop. The one called Garret especially. I would like him to stay where he is. I just want to talk.
Watching them carefully, she saw them all pause. Except for Garret. His body language became much more relaxed as he continued to saunter forwards.
“No need forcha to worry. I be just stretching my legs.”
Tisk furrowed her bunny brow. Something was wrong about that. He was clearly trying to loop around behind her hiding spot. Despite what his body and words were telling her, she could clearly smell the tension on him. He said she did not need to be worried, and that he was just stretching his legs. But...
Wait, but that’s not right. It’s wrong… By the nine gods! Was that a lie? Is that what lying is? I mean, I sort of understood that, but not really. Why would anyone do something that? That’s horrible. You intentionally said something that was not correct!
Something about her words caused a change in the group, and Garret swore. They were all on guard again, and approaching her location. Tisk had mixed feelings.
Her spell was a success. However, apparently a disembodied voice talking directly into an adventurer’s head was just too suspicious for them to have a polite conversation with. She wanted to continue but if she waited much longer, they would have surrounded her hole dug underneath a thorny dead bush.
Despite the way things were rapidly falling apart, she had fulfilled a life-long dream. While the outcome had not been great, overall the exper- Garret had lied to her! The ramification of that finally hit her. He had taken words and made them untrue. He had hurt the words with the intention of hurting her. The weapons in his hands would do the same thing that his tongue had done to the words. Perhaps they would rethink violence if they knew she was just a bunny, and a rather cute one at that, but there was no telling what the type of person who would pervert words would do.
It was time for a tactical retreat.
First she cut off the flow of mana to the spell. No sense in putting an extra burden on her haunches. Tisk darted out of her hole. Unlike last time she had encountered this group, she was the one with the element of surprise. She had superior senses and knew the area. Tisk did not even use her mop spell. She felt it was best not to reveal all of her abilities, in case the situation became more dire, and all of her magical training had actually had a fairly big impact on her overall agility and athleticism.
Darting through the gaps between them, she could practically feel their surprise. Obviously they had not been expecting something so small and cute, nor something so nimble.
“It’s the bunny!” shouted Emily.
With her eyes, she could easily see them falling behind her, pursuing, but too late. She darted in and out of shadows thinking to lose them. However the human female’s eyes remained stubbornly locked onto her, not giving Tisk a chance to disappear into another hole. At least the woman’s bow was no longer drawn.
She led them on a chase through the cavern. They never came close to catching her, but at the same time she was starting to get concerned with the fact that she had been unable to lose them. Tisk passed up several holes. This time, they would not just leave her if they knew where she was. Honestly, she had not expected them to be so good at tracking her movements. Again she considered mopping about, but it had sounded like the spell-caster might have a way to track magic.
Tisk made a decision. She needed to break line of sight. There was a stone outcropping that she could hop around. Doing so would give her a chance to hop into a side tunnel that she thought went further down into the dungeon. Tisk had not risked exploring it much, but she knew it was safe to hang out near the entrance. Strangely enough, there was never the smell of any monsters in the tunnel. 
She hid around the corner in a tunnel, hidden in partial darkness, far from the glow crystals. She did not want to go deeper if she did not have to. It would not do to run into another danger while still dealing with the first.
The tunnel was strange compared to the others she had been in. It was not nearly as organic, with much fewer twists and turns. The surface of the stone still looked the same, but the walls went up nearly straight, as if it had been carved rather than grown. There was not much to hide behind if they wandered around the corner. Luckily she had heard them fighting with other monsters their chase had disturbed, and Tisk knew that this particular tunnel was not a popular one amongst adventurers, though why that was the case she did not know.
There was a square patch of the floor that was slightly depressed. It was hardly the height of a bunny paw, but Tisk figured that she could perhaps squish herself down. Anything was always better than nothing. She hopped onto it, hoping but knowing it would not do much to reduce her visibility.
As Tisk hid and waited, she managed to calm down. Eventually, she pulled herself out of her thoughts and used her powerful ears to listen to the conversation that had started up in the cavern.
“Is this hunt worth this much time? Gold calls for us, but not here. It escaped, so we should go,” said the dwarf.
“I’ve almost gotch the coin to get my best girl spelled. Then I can say I’ve a magic sword,” said Garret.
“Unfortunately, Miss Emily, I must agree with the others. This is the last day the dungeon will be giving out so much coin as reward, but the bunny will probably still be around. In a few days the queue for the dungeon will likely be nearly empty. The dungeon will be deserted without the profit. We can come back and spend a day hunting for the rabbit then,” said Mr. Green.
“How are you all not more invested in this? It is a magical fricken bunny that can talk into our minds. Like turning down a dinner with a god because you have an appointment at the market. Trust me. I can follow this trail,” Emily said.
Tisk did not like the sound of that.
“I assure you, Miss Emily, I am just as curious as you are. This is something strange indeed. But I don’t need to remind you that the guild will take us to task and fine us heavily if we are not out of the dungeon when the next group arrives,” Mr. Green said.
Tisk could hear a rustling of cloth, a metal clink, and could then make out a faint ticking noise.
“Time ever marches on for all. A quarter-hour has died here. Gaze upon time's fresh tombstone,” said Drawil Ironheart.
“Be you so cocky that you can track with all this shite deer blood? Shite fuzzball stirring up trouble,” asked Garret.
“Well… I’d have to admit, following the trail is like finding your favorite rock in a dustorm. But I can do it… I just need more time. Think how much the bunny might be worth,” pleaded Emily.
“I think we all understand. But it will be here later. We can have our proverbial cake and eat it as well. Let us get as much gold from the dungeon as we can. Drawil Ironheart, thank you for the reminder of the time, if you could keep an eye on it for us. Tomorrow or the next day we will come back and find the bunny. Besides, we should be better prepared. We can bring with us nets and materials for snares,” said the elf.
The argument continued, but it seemed that Emily had lost as the voices faded away. From the sound, she thought they were going down one of the  other tunnels deeper into the dungeon. Tisk waited, remembering that it could be a trick.
Once she was confident they were indeed gone, Tisk hopped back towards the cavern to see the situation.
At least she tried to hop back. As soon as her paws pressed against the stone floor beneath her, the stone shifted. Suddenly, Tisk felt the floor swing out from beneath her and she felt herself falling. On the plus side, she thought, at least she now had first-paw experience about what a trap door was. As she plummeted through the darkness, she sighed and tried to reorient so that she could see what was below her. There was a bit of light at the bottom, and she needed to be ready to cast Floft.




Chapter 12

Adventurer



Her spell worked. Not completely, her paws stung and her body was sore all over. Even channeling as much energy as she could at once into the magic, apparently when you fell from high enough, even if you were to land in a pile of fluff it would still hurt.
The worst was her head. Perhaps if she had braced herself better, it would not be swimming at the moment, but the landing had been very jarring. She would need to remember this experience if she ever had a large fall again. Tisk was curious as to what an adventurer might have done to survive the fall.
In the time that it took her to reorient herself, Tisk could have been killed by any nearby dangers. However, as she looked around she was both surprised and a little bit disappointed to see that there was nothing much around her.
Above, a stone panel was sliding shut, blocking off the chute that had unceremoniously spit her out on the floor. Oh well, she did not think she would be able to get back up that way anyway. She doubted that even a maximum-powered mop, a map-mop perhaps, would reach all the way back to the top. The sides of the hole had been too steep even for her to try ricocheting up, so multiple jumps were out as well. Of course, the adventurers were probably still up there anyway.
Below her, the stone floor was discolored in a spot directly beneath the chute. Tisk felt her stomach turn as she realized some adventurers probably had not survived this trap. Intellectually, she knew some died in the dungeon. Groups would sometimes leave with fewer members than they entered with, and sometimes she had seen groups carrying an unmoving member. However, in those cases she was always able to tell herself that they were just unconscious or she had miscounted originally.
This was an unpleasant aspect of reality.
Even the brave and the noble were not invincible. Bravado would not keep Tisk safe. Adventuring was all adventurers did, it was in their name for dungeon’s sake, and they still died. Tisk had known that, deep down at least, but… Looking at the faded stain on the floor, she felt like she had been taking things far too lightly.
At least it appeared as if Tisk was talented at managing to get herself trapped deeper and deeper in the dungeon everytime she tried anything new. Surely, that had to count for something. As far as she could tell, there were no exits from the room.
That was what it was, a proper room. Tisk had never seen one, but the adventurers had mentioned the things enough times for Tisk to make the connection. The walls were not roughly dug out from stone bedrock. Instead they were made of regularly spaced rectangular blocks of stone neatly stacked upon one another. Each row failed to line up with the one below it, which at first bothered Tisk until she saw the larger pattern. The way they interlocked would make them far stronger than if they were all piled up evenly on top of one another. Truly, the dungeon was wise in its workings.
On a metal pedestal at the center of the room was a light crystal illuminating the room. If it was only a little bit smaller, she would be able to carry it around in her mouth. She considered trying to knock the pedestal over to see if she could break off a chunk of the crystal, but decided that she had better wait until she had a way out before accidentally plunging the room into darkness.
Beyond the pedestal, against the far wall, was a large block made of wood. It looked like the wood had been cut into small strips and then all bound together with metal. The block had a curved top, and Tisk drew a blank on what it might be. Turning around, she looked at the wall opposite the chest. There was a large depression in the wall, about the size of a human, but it was filled in with more stone. However, that stone was a singular solid piece. Next to the depression was a panel on the wall with what looked like the print of a two-leg’s hand.
She puzzled over this before she made the connection. That must be a door. It was not at all like she had imagined, but once she put two and two together it was obvious. There being a door in the room was good for her, because doors were meant to be opened. Perhaps she would be able to escape after all.
The bunny hopped up to the door and sniffed all around it. There were strange holes in the ground in front of the door, each one about a paw’s width in size. They blended well into the floor and she had not noticed them until she had gotten close. She tried pressing an eye against one, but could not see what was in them without more light.
Tisk decided the holes were likely not important to the operation of the door; probably some bug or pest had burrowed through the stone. The panel with the hand print seemed the likely key. She had heard adventurers speak of dungeon puzzles, but this was a truly insidious one.
However, despite the tricky nature of the puzzle that was keeping her trapped in the room, she was a smart bunny. Tisk positioned herself below the panel.
[Mop]
She popped straight up into the air. The height of the jump brought her level to the panel and she slapped a paw against it. Tisk thought she felt the panel wiggle with the impact, but when she landed the door was still closed.
Looking at it, Tisk sighed. Originally she thought the panel somehow responded to hands, and had hoped that her paw would do. But the slight give she had felt seemed to indicate a different mechanism was at work. With resignation, she knew what she needed to do.
Six hops away seemed like it would be good enough. Tisk turned back to the panel and squared herself up with the target. With her spell, a running start was not necessary. It could certainly help reduce the magic expenditure, but she was well rested, and somehow adding a charge into this whole endeavour would make it seem worse.
Unfortunately, she was not going to be able to use Floft. She needed to push the panel to open the door, and as a small bunny, she could think of only one way to do it. As she mentally prepared herself, Tisk could not help but think about how angry she was going to be if the panel did not, in fact, open the stone door.
[Mop]
Tisk launched herself with explosive force, like some sort of bunny arrow, and flew unerringly at her target. Her head made solid contact with the panel, and as pain rang through her head that was still swimming from her fall, she could barely register the panel sliding in like she intended.
As she fell to the ground, her ears could hear a “click” sound and several things happened at once. The good thing was that she was proven correct about how to open the door, and Tisk saw the stone begin to slide open. The bad thing was that Tisk was proven incorrect about the holes in the floor being unimportant. A “swoosh” filled the air as metal spikes shot up out of them, high enough to reach a human’s knee.
This was yet another part of the dungeon in which it was better to be a bunny than a two-leg. Had she been standing in front of the door when she pressed the panel, she would not be standing there any longer. And being a small bunny, it meant that there was plenty of room between the spikes for her to safely land.
Despite successfully solving the puzzle, it was hard to feel too triumphant. Her head was legitimately hurting, and if she moved it too fast, things seemed to blur. She was used to using her head to solve problems, but it seemed that she would need to take that less literally.
The passageway opened up into another chamber which looked like it had two exits. One of those seemed to open up to the dungeon’s large central shaft, and she could see the glistening pool right outside.
However, there was a slight problem. Inside the room was a large… she was not sure what it was. It looked a bit like a sword deer, only with shorter legs, a bulkier body, and much much sharper-looking horns. However, it had an extremely long tail, or rather three long tails. They curled upwards over its back, somehow suspended in the air, and were tipped with nasty-looking blades. As the… thing stood there the tails undulated in the air like a snake waiting to strike.
It hissed at her, and Tisk knew that she needed to move. As she ran back away from the door and the spikes that were retracting back into the floor, there was the clattering of metal against stone as the - Sword Tail Deer, that was what she could call it - as the sword tail deer’s sword tails whipped out towards where she had just been a moment ago.
She realized her mistake as soon as she could see the form of the monster in the door. Tisk should have tried darting forward past the monster. Instead, it was standing in the way of the only exit. The room was too small for her to make full use of her mop spell, but even if it was larger, with her head still hurting she did not know how wise it would be to fling herself about. Becoming disoriented at this moment would spell her death.
Tisk darted around, doing her best to zig and zag as the bladed tails crashed down about the room. It seemed like they could stretch, and the monster could reach anywhere in the room while still effectively blocking the exit. The blades slammed into the ground around her, sometimes hitting behind her or to the side, but sometimes landing in front of her forcing her to rapidly change directions. All of her focus was on the Sword Tail Deer, because with each strike it was only a last-minute hop that saved her from being skewered.
They would strike one after another. One, two, three. One, two, three. One, two, three. Each clatter setting her teeth on edge and causing the ringing in her skull to worsen. However, after every such volley of three strikes of three, the monster would pause, perhaps resting. During that time, its tails would whip violently through the air in random patterns, and Tisk was glad she had not tried to simply leap over the beast with a single mop. The whirling blades would have surely shredded her.
Tisk was surviving, but she knew that she could not keep up the battle. Eventually she would slip up, and that would be the end. It was not even as if prolonging things was doing any good. She was not working towards any victory; her focus was entirely on survival. She needed to pivot the fight.
Magic was her only choice. She had already been making very minor use of mop, small castings to give her an extra push forwards, or jerk sideways when she would not otherwise be able to escape. It was difficult, not only with her head the way it was, but also the very real danger she was facing. Tisk supposed that she had wanted a real test. In the future she needed to be more careful about what she wanted.
Mop would not get her out of this situation, now without being sliced to pieces as she sailed over the monster’s back and past the blades. It could delay her death, but it would not avert it. Besides, with the sloppy way in which she was using her magic, which she attributed mostly to the pain in her head, her pool of energy was draining far too rapidly. At this rate she would not be able to keep it up much longer; she needed a different solution.
[Thearthea]
“Please don’t eat me, Sword Tail Deer.”
Tisk did not actually think for a second that the creature had any words with which to understand her, or even if it did, that it would be sympathetic to her plight. However, it seemed to her that it never hurt to take a chance. Maybe the monster just wanted a friend. Maybe Tisk’s luck would finally change. However, she would not be a very smart bunny if she rested her fate on that hope. Tisk remembered the way the rabbits and adventurers had all reacted when she first made contact.
The blades all paused in mid air and the monster’s head looked around, its body shifting in the door frame. Perhaps it would have even backed up into the room behind it, but its eyes, like hers, were positioned on its head in such a way to allow it to see behind it with only minimal movement.
With the blades paused, Tisk thought she had her opportunity. However, before a heartbeat had even passed, they had resumed whipping through the air. She had disrupted the deadly rhythm, but the danger was still present. The delay had been too short to make use of, however, she could now see light at the end of this horrible tunnel.
After another ten heartbeats, during which Tisk thought the deer might not resume its attacks and was going to keep its blades in their violent holding pattern, they went from their whirlwind of death back to the steady staccato of attacks.
Whenever she made her next attempt, she would need to make it count. She suspected she could only pull that trick one or maybe two more times before the deer would just start ignoring the voice in its head. But the spell was not enough. She would need to pair it with a mop at just the right time. If she was off by even a fraction of-
Tisk’s eyes widened. She had been running back towards the wooden block, trying to create some distance, when the tempo of the fight changed. The deer apparently had gotten impatient. All three of the blades were coming towards her, they would land within moments of one another, and Tisk did not think she could dodge.
Honestly, she was surprised she even had time to think, but everything seemed as if it was coming in slow motion. She had heard adventurers sometimes speak of adrenaline boosting their perception, but was not sure if that was it. If she focused, she could almost feel a golden warmth coming from her guts.
The blades were creeping towards her, slicing through the air. Despite the fact that her thoughts were racing faster than she thought possible, her body was unaffected. Tisk did not have supernatural speed. Her brain was just pushing itself to its limits at this moment before her death. That meant one of her spells.
Mop would not work. She would have time to cast it, assuming she could perform the visualization with this stress, but her muscles would not have time to respond with the movement.
Thearthea would fail as well. Even if it did distract the monster, the blades already had too much momentum. They would come crashing down on her before the sword tail deer retracted them to try and figure out the mysterious distraction.
That left only Floft, but what could-
[Floft]
Two of the spears did indeed crash into her. However, instead of substantial skewering, it was more like a blunt blow. Tisk imagined it was what being punched felt like. However, she was still just a bunny, so even just punching a bunny was enough.
Sliding along the ground, Tisk slammed into the wooden block. The vile taste of blood was in her mouth, and dimly she knew that another three strikes were coming. It was nothing her senses told her; she was in too much pain to focus on them. It was just that she was sure that the monster would keep up its pattern. In fact, she suspected that after hitting her three times, which would surely kill her this time, another three would crash down on her corpse to fully complete the set.
[Floft]
The visualization was harder, she had to imagine the blows coming, since she did not see them, and it was hard not to visualise them tearing apart her body. It was also hard not to imagine that the pain she felt was from the blows that were still coming.
The wooden block exploded into shards of flying wood and twisted metal as one of the blades missed her by a fraction. Apparently the monster had not expected her to make zero attempt to dodge. The second blade struck her while splinters were still flying upward; the spell softened the blow, but a razor-thin line of fire ignited along her side, and Tisk could feel moisture welling up on her fur. The third and final blade missed as well, aiming for where Tisk might have tried to run, but as it skittered along the floor, it slapped into her. Tisk had barely been able to hold her spell together for the first blow, and it collapsed as she went flying, crashing through wood.
Tisk opened her eyes, and she could dimly realize the wooden block was not a block at all but rather it was some sort of container, or at least it had been.
Ahh, a chest.
Part of her was happy. Even in her last few moments in the dungeon, she was still learning. The back of the chest had stopped her trajectory, but now her spine ached with the rest of her body. Moving was difficult, and it felt like she was restricted. While tumbling through the chest she had somehow gotten tangled up with something.
Scratching with a paw at her neck, she could see that a golden loop of metal with a blue gem had somehow fallen over her head. On an adventurer it would probably be a bracelet, but on her it was more like a necklace or collar. Tisk wanted to squirm out of it. It hung loosely on her, being too large for such a small bunny, and she was sure that it would interfere with her ability to dodge.
Only, as she shifted, Tisk realized there would be no more dodging. Her injuries were too great, and she had exhausted her magic blocking those two blows. The final three blows of the set were already on their way. Through the ruined structure of the chest, it was hard to see much. However, what she could make out told her that the monster was still there.
She stopped trying to remove her new accessory. She had earned it in battle. If she was going to die, she would do so with dignity like an adventurer, facing a fearsome beast with all of her treasures.
The strikes came, crashing through the lid of the chest and coming down around Tisk. But not one of them hit her. She flinched as wood struck her face, but she was alive by some fluke of chance. Hope bloomed momentarily in her. If she could not fully see the monster, then perhaps it could not see her. If she sat very still, maybe she could hide and it would think that she was dead.
A whirring sound filled the air, and Tisk knew blades were whipping around again. However, they sounded agitated this time. She took a deep breath and began to count. Every other time the blows had resumed after ten.
One, two, three, four, fi-
A blade sliced through the chest horizontally, coming a hair’s width away from slicing off the top of one of her ears. The second and the third followed, slapping down on the chest, until it crumbled around her. Once again, only good fortune meant she did not get hit.
Sitting amongst the ruins of what used to be a chest, she could clearly see the sword tail deer, and it could see her. She saw its eyes focus, and knew she was looking at death. She had only a 5-count left now. Tisk straightened herself. She would meet it head on.
She could not perform any type of heroic last charge. She thought her leg might be broken. At the very least it was twisted in a way that would not work right. But she would be an adventurer in her last moment. Only a three-count left until the whirling stopped and the stabbing began.
Tisk rocked herself back and forth, and finally threw her weight backwards. Bunnies often sat on their back legs, but she sat straighter than she ever had before. It hurt to hold the pose and stand as a two-leg, but Tisk knew she would not need to wait long.
As she sat, no as she stood up against her opponent, her collar shifted, settling lower on her neck. The adornment was flush against her skin now, and Tisk felt something odd about it. There was a certain energy about the treasure, and she could not keep herself from investigating this one last mystery.
A sense that was not hearing, sight, smell, taste, or touch told her something. It was a sense she had only discovered she possessed a few moons ago; it was the same one that let her feel her magic. She had never noticed anything outside of her own body with the sense, but now she felt something. Inside the blue stone on her accessory was a pool of energy, and it dwarfed her own.
The count of one left. Tisk acted without thinking, grabbing that energy and pulling on it, forcing it violently into her own words. Three blades arced, almost as one, but still in their clear 1-2-3 pattern directly towards her bunny body from different angles. The image came to her mind easily. With this much power, she could do anything.
[Floft]
As the blades neared her body, they slowed down as if the air was thick and heavy. There was a slight sense of pressure on Tisk, almost like when adventurers stomped around above her burrow, but nothing else. The blades clattered to the ground harmlessly, before the monster retracted them. Tisk thought, if the monster was capable of it, it must be confused.
She could defend herself, but even this magical reservoir would not last forever. Stopping all three blades completely had noticeably drained it. Her mobility was also all but gone, so escape did not seem a likely option. Tisk needed to win the fight.
The sword tail deer was positioning the blades over its back to prepare for the next strike. Actually, by this point she had seen enough to realize it was actually a he, not an it. Tisk had interrupted the monster’s rhythm, but she knew that would not save her.
[Thearthea]
“STOP!”
She had flooded power into the spell, and it had all been drained in that single mental shout. The deer took a step back, and shook his head, but that only lasted a moment. Tisk closed her eyes and increased her focus.
[Thearthea] “STOP!”
[Thearthea]
“STOP!”
[Thearthea]
“STOP!”
Again and again she cast her thoughts out to the deer. The rules she knew were not just rules, they were also words. In the same way she willed her words to become a new rule for the monster.  Words described the dungeon and the rules all in the dungeon followed. Her spell allowed her to send her words to others. She did not know if it would work, but an attack had yet to come.
[Thearthea]
“STOP!”
[Thearthea] “STOP!”
Thearthea
“STOP!”
Thearthea “STOP!”
Tisk realized, only after the fact, that she had drained her artifact dry, and her last few attempts to cast the spell were nothing more than her mentally screaming in her own head. She opened her eyes, and saw that death did not seem to be coming for her at that moment.
The deer was still standing in the door, however, his tails had ceased their motion. They were not even undulating idly in the air as they had been when she had first seen the monster. Instead they were hanging limply in the air. The monster’s eyes were glazed over, and Tisk could see a small trail of blood coming from one of his nostrils. Looking closer, there even appeared to be froth on his lips.
The bunny waited there for another moment, but nothing happened and she could no longer maintain her pose, so she sat down like a normal, proper bunny. The deer still took no action, though even if he did, now Tisk really was out of options.
Hobling forward on three legs after painfully discovering that she really had badly injured herself, Tisk approached her foe. He was still breathing, and if she focused, at this close range  she could hear his large heart beating inside his chest. However, the monster showed no signs of responding to her presence.
It was unclear to her what exactly had happened. She did not know if she succeeded in making a new rule for the deer, or perhaps she had actually managed to convince the deer to leave her alone. Whatever it was, it did not matter. Tisk had won.
She had defeated a truly dangerous foe and come out of it with an amazing treasure all her own.
Passing underneath the monster, she did not even consider peeking into the side door of the new room. She went straight through the exit into the main chamber. There, she could get a drink of water and perhaps even find somewhere safe that she could sleep until her injuries healed. Part of her worried that they would never get better. She had never been hurt so badly before and she was not certain that there was a part of her body that did not ache.
Despite the state she was in, she was still collected enough to look around to make sure there were no dangers. The bottom of the shaft was large, with a large cavern stretching away from the pool in every direction. It was well lit, thankfully, by the large glowing crystals, and as water fell from above into the pool, light seem to cascade throughout the area in strange, almost mesmerizing ways.
There were large piles of stone blocks throughout the chamber, and looking back at where she had just came from, she realized that they were buildings. Seeing the sword tail deer still standing there motionless made Tisk a bit nervous so she scooched to the side so that if he did snap out of his stupor, he would not see her there standing stupidly in the door frame.
She wondered if each building contained a guardian and a chest. If each of their treasures was as fantastic as the one she had received, it might be worth it for her to defeat each of them. Tisk would need to heal first, but if she could come up with a way of refilling her collar’s magical pool, she thought she stood a much better chance in real combat.
A pawful of ferns and tufts of sparse grass dotted the cavern, mostly near the pool or around the buildings. It was not much, but it could be enough to live on until she was ready to make her way back up. The only other thing of note was the door.
Not the door behind her, which was slowly closing and encouraging her to scooch further away from the building, but THE DOOR.
It was, simply put, the largest thing Tisk had ever seen with the exception of all the caverns themselves. It was not just large for a bunny, but Tisk felt that even a human would be impressed. Reaching up over the height of three men, Tisk wondered what it was for.
Then Tisk noticed a portion of the stone cavern wall melt away. Light spilled out, and she could see the silhouette of a figure in the light. As it emerged, Tisk became aware of a dungeon rule that she had never known existed before.
“Do not make adventurers aware of the workshop.”
For a rule, it left Tisk with a lot of questions. She could tell it was not new, but rather one she had simply been ignorant of. Bunnies lived way up high and normally would never have an opportunity to even know the workshop existed. However, the rule did not explain at all what the ‘workshop’ was. Obviously, it was the glowing doorway, but Tisk wondered what was on the other side. Why was it a problem if adventurers knew about it?
Honestly, Tisk had never fully understood the whole thing. She did not get why the dungeon created adventurers just to kill the other monsters. And why would the dungeon craft traps and the like to kill the adventurers. If it did not like them, why create them in the first place. Of course, she did not understand why it would create bunnies and then make things that ate bunnies.
The only answer she could think of was that bunnies were there to feed the other predators. That seemed far too cruel for something as great as the dungeon to do, and if it was the answer, it had other unsettling repercussions. If bunnies existed to feed predators, did that mean the predators existed to feed the blood lust of adventurers? In that case, what did the adventurers feed?
Tisk shook her head as she tried to hide herself behind some rocks. The dungeon did not need to worry about Tisk telling the adventurers about the workshop. However, that did not mean Tisk would not investigate the place when she was feeling up to it. The rule said nothing about going into the workshop, and if the location was off limits the rule would have said so.
The figure emerged fully from the light, and the stone melted closed behind it. Tisk could now see that it was a large suit of black armor. It was taller than any adventurer she had seen, but not a giant. She still felt most people would find it intimidating.
As a bunny, she still did not understand the nuances of the dungeon's ecology. However, she did recognize that there was something categorically different from the adventurers and herself along with all the other dungeon monsters. She did not know what that difference was, but she knew that it existed. It was because of this knowledge that when Tisk looked at the armor, she knew that it was no adventurer. Whoever or whatever inside of it was not a human or elven knight, but rather it was a dungeon beast more like her than any of the other two-legs, regardless of its form.
A grinding sound filled the chamber as the large Door opened just wide enough for the armor to fit in, and it stepped with loud echoing footsteps to the chamber beyond before the door closed. Tisk watched, partially with disappointment that the strange new sight was gone. However, she was not in condition to do any investigations at the moment.
With the potential danger passed, Tisk made her way over to the pool at an almost literal crawl.




Chapter 13

A new Rule



Tisk sat, lapping at the water. It was cool and tasted much fresher than the pool in her bunny cavern. There was a sharpness to it that helped her stay awake. She was not sure, but she thought it was helping to fill the pool inside of her. It was not like the blue flowers. They brought with them a sharp rush of energy. It was more like this water was simply speeding up her natural recovery.
Out of curiosity, she tried to push some magic into her collar and was relieved to feel the drop of energy pool in the gem. She would have been disappointed if the artifact was dead, but it would still have been worth winning the battle. However, she wanted to hop in place as she discovered that she could actually refill it. Tisk was not sure how long it would take to fill it completely, several suns at least, but she had gained a new tool.
The water even distracted her from her wounds. She looked back at the cut along her side, half expecting to see it closing, but was disappointed that it was still there. It was not actually healing her, but it was nice to be distracted from the pain.
There were things in the water. They wiggled around as they somehow propelled themselves through the liquid. This was the most water Tisk had seen in one place, and she wondered if she could emulate their strange motion. None of the creatures seemed interested in bothering Tisk. Instead the smaller ones would nibble on what looked like an underwater variety of fern, while the larger ones would occasionally eat the smaller ones. That was worrisome, but through the clear water she would easily see those larger creatures approaching.
The largest of these monsters looked quite vicious and circled a spot at the deepest part of the pool. The light did not penetrate that far, but Tisk thought that they might be guarding another chest.
She knew that it would be a smart idea to find a place to hide before the peaceful situation had an opportunity to change on her. However, she really did not feel up to doing much of anything. There did not seem to be anything around that she needed to worry about, and it was somewhat relaxing to sit near the pool taking an occasional drink from the water as she got thirsty.
Up above, while Tisk had been watching to make sure there were no nearby waterfalls that might sweep her away, she could occasionally track the adventuring group’s progress. They had apparently not simply turned around and gone back to Town after failing to catch her, not that she would have thought they would. Instead, every now and then they would come out of one of the tunnels, move down the spiraling platform, and enter the next tunnel.
Across from the pond there was a tunnel that looked like the floor sloped upward. She assumed they would eventually emerge from there, and she would need to make sure that she was well and hidden before they did. However, based on their progress, there was plenty of time left, and she was in no rush. Tisk had already spotted a few places she could take cover.
The soil was sparse and rocky down here, appearing only in scattered patches. Digging through it would be difficult, especially with her injuries. There were, luckily enough for her, any number of piles of rocks. A few of them had small gaps between stones just large enough for a bunny her size to fit.
Sleeping on stone would not be comfortable, but she could always try to drag some of that scraggly grass into one of those nooks. The future, it seemed, was stable for the time being. It might even take a full moon to heal; perhaps some of her injuries would never fully get better. However, she could survive until she felt ready.
Each time the adventurers popped out of one of their tunnels, Tisk could catch parts of their conversation echoing down if there was no water crashing down at the same time. When she had first heard them, she had been concerned they were nearby, then when she saw them, she was worried she would be spotted. However, they never seemed to want to look down over the ledge.
“Seriously, how are you guys not all more interested!” said the female human.
“The magic hare will be here. The gold and treasure will not. Next time here, we will have nets,” said the dwarf as he held up his shield to deflect water and the others in the group snickered.
This was the third time she had seen him mess up the timing and get drenched. However, it seemed he was able to brace himself well enough that the water did little more than get him wet.
“You know, everyone has been assuming that the dungeon is just going to be giving out less treasure without any basis for that assumption. That is not the only way the dungeon may rebalance,” said the elf.
The male human added, “This place had better not turn itself into a death trap.”
“I know, it's been nice being in a more laidback dungeon. I like the way this one does things,” the woman said as the group left through another tunnel.
Tisk went back to looking at the water as she lapped at the pool again. However, in the rippling surface, she could faintly make out the reflection of something moving above. Looking up, she saw a fifth adventurer. However, he was clearly not with the other group, and Tisk did not think she had ever seen him before.
That was unusual. Normally there would only ever be one group of adventurers in the dungeon at a time. On occasion, she would see more than one group. Those times usually devolved into arguments and minor scuffles. Usually it was just one group waiting at the entrance to the bunny cave shouting at another group to hurry up and get out so the dungeon could reset. Despite the fact that there were more adventurers than ever coming and going these days, they seemed far more orderly about it than when she was young, and the conflicts were much more rare.
It was also unusual that he was completely by himself. She had seen solitary adventurers before, but once again, in recent moons they were more than an anomaly. When she had been a young bunny, most of the time she saw someone enter by themselves, they never came back out. At the time she had not understood why.
There was one final thing that had fixed her attention. He was not walking along the ledges. Instead he would run and then leap into the air, landing on the next, one level down. Tisk was impressed at first. Most humans and elves could not jump like that. It would certainly be impossible for a dwarf. However, as she watched she realized something.
She could do that. She would be a bit nervous about mis-judging the leap, but she was fairly certain that if she put enough power into a mop spell, she could clear the width of the shaft. Though, Tisk was not as certain she could do it back to back over and over again, like this human was apparently doing.
Tisk reluctantly supposed that this adventurer was indeed somewhat impressive. He was already halfway down; in a short time he would reach the pool. The time had come for her to hide herself away. She turned towards the nearest pile of rocks.
Before Tisk could do much else, she felt a shock of alarm pass through her. However, the curious thing was that she was fairly certain that it was not her own emotions. Looking around, there was not much to be alarmed about. Everything was new and, if she was not still in pain, exciting, but there was no sign of other monsters, adventurers, or other dangers. The only thing was that cloaked adventurer making his way down, and Tisk was not worried about him.
As she started to limp to her hiding spot, disregarding the feeling as a fluke, she stumbled, practically falling over her own legs. A new rule had slammed into her. It was not like the one about the workshop. That was an old rule she learned about. This was something new, and it was different from the other rules that defined what was and was not allowed. Other rules were guidelines providing structure to life in the dungeon. This new rule was much more than that. It was a command, one that took precedence over all other rules.
“Kill the intruder.”
There was no question in her mind who the rule referred to. Tisk looked back up at the cloaked adventurer still making his way down, dumbfounded about how she was supposed to stop an adventurer, especially in her current state. However, she saw the creatures in the water begin to leap upward, falling far short, but still snapping their jaws. All around the cavern various monsters came out of the buildings they guarded, and other side passages that she had not even noticed. A sword tail deer walked up behind her, and Tisk’s heart nearly stopped until she realized that it too was watching the adventurer as its tails whipped around through the air.
Across from the pond, an army of monsters began to spill out from the tunnel, and the massive stone doors swung open. The absolute largest monster she had ever seen ducked through the door. It was a lizard, but much much bigger. The doors closed behind it, and the carvings along the door flashed with magic. The seam between the door and the stone around it was gone.
The waterfalls had all stopped, and a strange silence filled the air. Never had Tisk been around so many other creatures, and the quiet sound of their collective snarling was unnerving. Yet, even more were still coming.
Tisk thought she understood. The adventurer had obviously broken some type of rule. She would not have thought it was possible, but apparently life was full of surprises. He was a rule breaker and he needed to die. The new rule had reached every creature in the dungeon. She expected other monsters were probably streaming into the entrance of the bunny cave right that instant as the other bunnies were thundering down dark tunnels. It was only a matter of time until an army of adventurers arrived to provide assistance. Every creature had received the command. They needed to kill this intruder.
Only she was not sure what exactly she was supposed to do. She was a bunny for dungeon’s sake. Yes, she was a very capable bunny, but her magic had barely recharged. She had one or two spell castings in her, but that was not even considering the fact that she did not think her body could survive a casting of mop.
But then Tisk had no more time to think as the adventurer dropped into the water.




Chapter 14

Intruder



Tisk backed away from the pool’s edge in shock, while other monsters lept mindlessly forward. However, almost as soon as the splash was over, shards of ice exploded from the point of impact in every direction. The sword tail deer in front of Tisk collapsed, ice jutting through its neck.
Other deer whipped their tails into the water, and something not much bigger than a bunny sprayed boney spines from its back. However, the intruder popped out of the pool, unharmed, and swung a glowing whip that cleaved straight through whatever it touched. As the energy danced around him, Tisk was reminded of the sword tails that had threatened her life what now seemed like many moons ago. This display was much worse as it eviscerated everything around him.
Three swordtails whipped towards the man, human she could now tell, but they fell to pieces as the whip passed through them. The deer tried charging, while screaming in pain and anger, but it fared little better and collapsed to the ground in chunks of gore. He twirled his weapon around him like some type of horrible dancer, and Tisk did not know what to do. More monsters were still coming, but she did not see how anything could stop him. It was this intruder that was the true monster.
However, things changed when he reached the lizard. The whip cut into it, that much was clear from its roar of pain, and Tisk could see it cut deep. However, trying to make it all the way through the thick flesh and scales had drained it of all its momentum. The man tried to yank the whip back, but instead with a flick of his neck the lizard jerked him forward off balance.
Her jubilation was quickly crushed, as his stumble transformed into an attack. A sword appeared from its scabbard like lightning and thrust upward and into the open mouth of the lizard. At first she did not know what had happened, but she saw the mighty beast slump to the ground.
Without his whip, it seemed like the other monsters might have a chance. Indeed they were getting closer, and some were even landing blows. However, it seemed like he might have a floft spell of his own, as nothing hit as hard as it should. Claw swipes that should have disemboweled +merely tore his clothes, exposing his pale flesh. Horn thrusts that should have impaled drew blood, but did not penetrate deeply.
And his sword was everywhere. It was not as deadly as the whip, and sometimes it would take two or even three swipes to kill a monster, but he could attack so fast. Tisk hobbled forward towards the fight as it approached the sealed door. She was just a bunny.
The man pulled his other hand from out of his cloak and punched a gauntleted fist forward and the door shattered. If Tisk did not know any better, she would think it had crumbled to dust. The silver gauntlet exuded a dark aura and terrified her like nothing had before. It was not the man they needed to stop, but that tool of utter destruction. Tisk looked upon it and knew.
That was a weapon that could kill a dungeon.
A horde of monsters waited for him on the other side, but he did not even blink as he waded through them while still more monsters came from behind. Tisk had to do something, but she was just a bunny.
Rhythmic pounding caused Tisk to turn her head. A stampede of bunnies and rabbits, and even more creatures that she suspected were cousins of hers rushed past her, hopping through the sea of gore the intruder left in his wake. They began throwing themselves at him, trying to bite or scratch. Some tried to tangle themselves in his legs and perhaps trip him up. They were just bunnies, but they were sacrificing themselves for the dungeon.
With each swipe of his sword, it seemed like dozens died. His feet came down, and Tisk was unable to look away. They were just bunnies.
Above, somehow she heard the echo of voices over the fight. Perhaps she was only able to pick them out over the clamor because she recognized their voices.
“Why the nine hells are we chasing the monsters?”
“Something is going on!”
“Exactly, we should be getting out of here. The dungeon might be rebalancing early.”
“Not with adventurers in the dungeon.”
“That doesn’t change the fact that we should be leaving.”
“I told you, I saw someone else on the lower platform. We can’t just leave whoever that is in danger like this.”
“Garret, you need to go back to the town, inform the guild.
“Like hells-”
“Garret, go! If something happens to the rest of us, they need to know. I’ve never heard of a dungeon acting like this and something might be wrong.”
The bunnies had sacrificed themselves and the adventurers were running into danger that they did not understand to save someone they did not know. It did not matter that they did not realize he was actually a horrible intruder, their hearts were pure nonetheless. Tisk could be no less brave.
She started forward into what she assumed was the “boss room” as fast as her injured body could carry her. By this point, the fighting was starting to die down, the bulk of the dungeon monsters had been slain. But Tisk could still make a difference.
Where the other bunnies had made a mistake was the manner in which they attacked. They were to be commended for their bravery, but they had mindlessly thrown themselves at their enemy and wasted their own lives. Tisk would not make the same mistake. When she attacked, she would make sure it would be the intruder’s end.
Her plan was very simple. She would wait for something much larger and deadlier to attack him. At a crucial moment, she would use a full-powered mop, or at least as close to full power as she could currently manage, and shoot into him. Hopefully, she would be able to knock him off guard or otherwise distract him long enough for the larger monster to land the finishing blow. She thought she had the energy for that. Tisk just needed the right moment.
There was another stone door, this one smaller than the first. Tisk was almost caught up to the intruder, though she was distressed to see there did not seem to be many other monsters left to fight alongside. The not-adventurer put his gauntlet on this next door, and for a second Tisk thought it would hold. However, after a moment of what looked like intense concentration as his other hand slew the last of the sword deer - all of the deadlier sword tail deer had already been killed - whatever it was that held things together failed and the door crumbled to dust.
The man passed through the doorway as Tisk still limped after him. If her leg was not injured, or she had come to her senses earlier, she might have been able to do something. She reached the door worried she might be too late, but was pleasantly surprised.
The chamber was large, though not the largest she had seen in the dungeon. Wide and roughly cut stone pillars held up the ceiling, though their placement seemed random. A few tunnels at the back of the room went elsewhere, though Tisk could only imagine where. At the center of the room floated a glowing crystal. A ball of yellow light hovered erratically around it.
Tisk knew that she was looking upon the dungeon itself and that she must do everything she could to protect it. There was no way she could be a good bunny otherwise. It was, she realized, an honor to even be there.
Seeing the dungeon core was only part of the surprise. Two more of the large lizards were in the room, though distressingly it seemed that the intruder had already managed to kill one. However, the wondrous black-armored figure was standing directly between the intruder and the dungeon heart.
As the man tried to kill the second lizard, he kept needing to dodge out of the way of sword blows from the silent sentinel. Tisked cheered the defender on as she made her way into the room, looking for a good vantage point from which she might strike.
While the second lizard died from a flurry of slices, white crystals in the ceiling began to shoot lightning down from above. They struck the intruder, but he did not seem fazed. However, gems in a bracelet on his sword arm shattered, and Tisk instinctively knew that they had absorbed the attack.
Even though the man had defeated everything else the dungeon had thrown at them, the black armor had finally halted his progress. It pressed its counter attack, and the intruder took a step back, no longer able to hold. He continuously tried landing a hit with his gauntlet, but each time the armor would either deflect the blow or make an attack of its own forcing the man to break off.
The armor only needed a slight edge to win the fight, and Tisk could give it that edge. She inched around, wanting to make sure she had the right angle. She would only get one shot at this. She considered trying to use a think-speak spell as a form of distraction, but she was worried the intruder was too disciplined to be fooled by such a ruse.
Tisk was preparing to launch herself, fixing the visualisation in her mind, when something about the man’s demeanor changed. He ducked under a sword blow from the wondrous black armor and rolled to its side. However, rather than attacking, which was clearly what the armor had been expecting, the intruder instead began to run away.
Only he was running the wrong way.
Tisk could feel the horror, both her own and the dungeon’s. There was a sense of panic as well as the man’s long stride rapidly closed the distance. The golden ball of light shot towards him and tiny bolts of lightning arced out from it, striking the man. He did not even blink as he reached out with a gloved hand and crushed the ball. Tisk could see glowing liquid tinged with red shoot from between his fingers and run down the gauntlet, but as quickly as the liquid appeared, it dissolved from the surface of the glove.
The armor was running at him, but Tisk could already see it would not make it in time. Whatever was inside had been taken too off guard. Tisk considered and then discarded the idea of a mop spell to buy the armor more time. The angle was not right. Maybe if she was not injured she could pull off a ricochet, but as she was-
There was a powerful surge of magic. And in whatever strange way she had known that the crystal was the dungeon, she knew that the dungeon had just poured every last drop of magic it had into one final act. She could see a form beginning to materialize as the dungeon created one final last-ditch monster.
But it was too late. The intruder reached forward and grabbed the dungeon core.




Chapter 14

Battle



The dungeon core did not immediately disintegrate into dust. However, it did turn a dark shade of black and the light inside dimed and winked out. Along the edges, Tisk could see it was slowly beginning to crumble, and as it did the masterful suit of armor collapsed to the ground. At the same time Tisk felt the compulsion to attack the intruder crumble away. She still knew that she needed to stop the attacker, but...
The weight of the rule was no longer there. The emotion behind the command and the desperation that had permeated the air had dissipated. Before Tisk even had a chance to contemplate the consequence of this sudden change, the intruder was dashing away through one of the other tunnels. Without any monsters getting in his way, he was gone before Tisk could even hope to stop him.
She looked around using all of her senses. She was alone. All of the other monsters had been slain, and even the suit of armor which had made such an impact was crumpled motionless on the ground. There was only-
Tisk was very much not alone! She had forgotten about the dungeon core’s last act before everything had changed. The final creature was huge, and could easily crush a small bunny just by taking a careless step. Whatever sleep it had been in while being born had obviously gone away, and its roar made her press her ears flat against her head.
Cover! She needed to find someplace to hide. Somehow, she doubted the peace that had held between creatures was still in effect. Tisk looked around. There were the stone pillars, but darting all the way over to them would require running while in the open and might draw attention that she did not want.
There were no bunny holes in the cave. This was the first time Tisk had ever been in the chamber, and even if she had been given time to prepare, she would not have been able to dig through the hard stone. It seemed like the lifeless pile of black armor would have to be cover enough.
She hopped over to it, and nestled in a nice nook created by the space between the breastplate and a motionless arm. The helmet would block most of the monster’s view of her, but there would be just enough space for her to peek around and see what was going on.
It was not comfortable. Some grass or fur pulled from her dewlap would be greatly appreciated. Tisk considered her Softness spell, but felt it best to conserve her magic in case she needed to Hop away. However, as she pressed against the metal, her heart pounding with more fear than she had ever felt before, she could not help but feel that there was something still in the metal.
Hiding among the armor had been the only choice she had seen, but it would be horrible to realize that whatever had been wearing the armor was still alive and did not like bunnies. However, it was better than the alternative.
The monster was raging, that was the only way Tisk could describe it. Perhaps an adventurer would have a different word, but with her limited vocabulary, that was the best Tisk could do. But, she thought the word fit well and suspected that even an adventurer would use it.
It was as tall as three men; its limbs nearly as thick as the torso of any human. Tufts of fur splotched its body, and two horns sprouted from its head. While peeking out, Tisk caught a glimpse of its blood-red eyes and dilated pupils. With another roar it sweeped its arm, smashing a damaged pillar and began pounding another one with its clawed fists.
“Is that a minotaur?”
“It’s bigger than any minotaur I’ve ever heard of!”
Tisk heard the voices, the decidedly two-legged voices, but could not see them. Deciding to take a risk, she inched out of her hiding spot to see what was happening.
The group of adventurers she had left earlier had arrived in the core room, likely following all the activity. They had also drawn the attention of the monster.
It charged them, faster than a bunny could run, but to her surprise, the adventurers had fallen into a formation before the not-minotaur reached them. Their dwarven warrior raised his shield to block the charge, and Tisk found herself silently cheering for them.
The warrior was promptly backhanded into one of the chamber’s walls, where he slouched motionless. Tisk recoiled in horror at how quickly the adventurer, one of the wondrous creatures who had given her so much, had been defeated. Weren’t adventurers supposed to defeat monsters? That was her understanding of the natural order. But here, this absolute monstrosity of a monster was simply too much for them to handle.
Was it because the dungeon core was dead? Tisk worried that everything would soon stop working in the way it should, but her morbid attention was drawn back to the fight.
The creature’s advance was halted as ice blasted its face and an arrow sprouted out of its shoulder. The arrow did not seem to have much effect, but the ice caused it to stop and release another painfully loud roar. This time Tisk thought it might have even shook the cavern. She felt a bit of hope as the adventurers took the chance to scatter, trying to surround it from all sides. She even saw the fighter stirring, though it would surprise her if he could immediately get back to the fight.
She was not sure why she so desperately wanted the adventurers to win. Part of her understood that it was the way things were supposed to work, and she wanted everything to be in its proper place. There was no way for things to be good unless they happened the way the dungeon had planned. Of course the dungeon had made this monster, so if it was too strong that would likely be part of the dungeon’s will.
But at the same time, she could only feel an echo of that very will she had felt her entire life. Tisk could not think of a reason why the dungeon would have wanted any of this to happen, and the fear she had felt from it in the last moments told her that somehow things had gone horribly wrong. Perhaps if the adventurers could kill this monster, for that was what adventurers were supposed to do, everything would be on the right course again.
Tisk shook her head trying to clear her thoughts as the battle continued heartbeat by heartbeat. It was not just that she thought things ought to be the way they ought to be. It was also not simply the fact that she was much more confident in her ability to evade the adventurers than the not-minotaur. It was more than self-preservation.
The archer narrowly dodged out of the way of a hammer fist to the ground, but Tisk could see small cuts spring up across her skin where shards of rock had sliced into her. The mage cast another spell which seemed to have less effect than the first one, and the warrior was beginning to stand. However, even from all the way in her hiding spot she thought she could recognize the emotion in their eyes.
They were afraid. Adventurers were not supposed to be afraid. They were heroic warriors who always triumphed over adversity. All the stories she had heard them tell could not have been simply lies.
She liked these adventurers. Tisk would like them if they were any group of adventurers. Adventurers were wonderful after all. But, she had talked to these adventurers, for certain definitions of talk at least. What was a bit of lying and attempted bunny-napping between friends? She could not simply sit in her temporarily safe cover and watch them die.
Tisk took a deep breath. She had to help. However, she did not really know how. Her plan with the intruder was to strategically launch herself at him with magic. If she had timed it right, it may have caused an opening in his defense. This creature though… It was so big, she doubted it would even notice if she headbutted it in the face.
Think. You are a smart bunny, think!
She looked around, trying to spot anything that she might be able to use or take advantage of. There was the sword that had been wielded by whatever creature had been in the armor she was now hiding around, but it was far too large for her to do anything and-
The armored creature!
She dug back into her alcove. There was a chance that whatever creature was inside the dungeon armor was still alive. If she could wake it up, maybe it would help. Of course, it might simply choose to crush her, or take the monster’s side, but she needed to do something.
She squirmed her way to the narrow opening in the helmet. The visor had popped open enough for her to see inside.
It was empty.
That was not quite right. There was no person or monster inside, she was certain of that. However, the suit of armor was filled with more metal criss crossing in patterns she could not understand. Metal poles threading through odd disks with teeth meshed together seemed to pack the inside of the armor. It looked like there would barely be room for even a bunny inside the armor.
The only reason she could see any of this in the darkness of her little alcove and the overall dim lighting of the chamber was the fact that the interior of the suit itself was faintly illuminated. Every inch of metal, including those weird tooth-covered disks, had glowing patterns carved into them. The light was faint and it was fading as she watched. She realized, as she watched, that all of the disks and poles were turning, but very slowly. Tisk thought there might have been a pattern to their motion, but it seemed very complicated and now was not the time for contemplating such things. Like the light, the motion of all the intricate insides was slowing down.
Tisk really wasn’t sure what to make of what she was seeing. She thought for certain that there would be some sort of two-legged monster inside. She even would have accepted the presence of an adventurer within.
However, the armor did not seem to have a wearer. There was no creature inside at all. The armor was just a thing. However… She had seen the armor defending the dungeon. It had momentarily taken her breath away. Could a thing be a creature? Tisk had never considered that all of the rocks and treasures in the dungeon might have a life of their own.
If it was a creature, something she was still not certain of, it might have a mind. If it had a mind, it would have thoughts. That, she was fairly certain, was how things worked. Tisk thought the brain was where thoughts were located, and this armor did not seem to have a brain, but maybe it worked differently in objects made of metal rather than flesh. At the very least, it had a head.
[Thearthea]
The spell connected with… something, and Tisk felt a strange pull.
Hello?
There was a reverberation in the pull between Tisk and the armor. It was like a string had been plucked. There was no response, but Tisk thought she could see light ripple through some of the strange patterns inside.
Can you hear me? If you can, please say something.
And then she realized her stupidity.
As far as she had ever seen, adventurers were the only dungeon creatures with a proper voice. Certainly this armor had the rough form of an adventurer, but it had no mouth. Adventurers talked with their mouths. Unless, could the opening in the visor be considered-
“Yes. Something.”
The voice was low and deep. It came out slowly, as if the armor was a dazed adventurer. There was a certain hollowness to it, perhaps it was echoing inside the armor. As Tisk heard the answer, her heart soared and the patterns inside the armor flared to life brighter. They no longer seemed to fade, and the metal disk inside began turning faster. Some were moving at a steady pace, while others would turn and pause, turn and pause, almost like a heartbeat. Tisk thought it seemed like a good sign.
She wanted to crawl inside the armor and pinpoint exactly where the voice had come from, but there was more important business to take care of.
You can understand me?
“Yes.”
The response was more steady, but flat and emotionless. But the clear response to her question finally gave her hope.
Can you get up? Can you still fight?
“Yes. Yes.”
Please, you are so strong. You need to fight that monster. Help the adventurers. If you don’t do something, they are going to die. We can’t let that happen.
Without another word, the dungeon armor stood up from where it had been lying prone. Tisk tumbled to the ground, but the fall was not too far. Though, Tisk still found it unpleasant to be simply dropped onto hard stone. It would have been polite of the armor to gently set her down.
Tisk looked up to see what had happened while she was distracted, and the adventurers were doing as poorly as she feared. The monster had collapsed the exit, cutting off any chance of easy retreat. The fighter had lost his helmet, and his face was bleeding. The mage meanwhile was clutching an arm that seemed to dangle motionless at his side. The archer’s armor and clothes were torn and shredded, likely from more flying rock shrapnel, but at least she was running around the monster. It was distracted trying to follow her movement as she consistently unleashed arrow after arrow into the beast. Tisk was not sure if she was even taking time to aim, but supposed with a target that large it wouldn’t be necessary.
The armor had grabbed its sword and Tisk realized that once again, she was completely exposed. A fierce battle was no place for a cute little bunny. She was conflicted. Part of her still wanted to help with the fight. All she did was get the armor involved. It seemed like she ought to involve herself directly. But once again, she came to the question of what could she actually do. Then there was also the instinctual part of her that wanted to find some place to hide.
Tisk decided to split the difference. A small pile of rubble had formed nearby. As she squirmed her way into a small crevice between two rocks, she poked out her head. She would watch for any opening that seemed like it would allow her to help. Perhaps waking the armor was enough.
The dungeon armor charged forward while the monster was distracted. It was approaching the archer, who had been knocked down. The mage was trying to draw its attention with alternating blasts of flame and ice. The magic was obviously hurting the thing, but it was focused on the kill.
Their warrior was running to interpose himself in the way, but Tisk could see that he would not be there in time. However, before potential tragedy could become reality, the black armor was in striking distance and thrust its overly large sword forward, driving it deep into the monster’s back.
The blow would have- Tisk did not know what it would have done to her. There certainly would not be any more bunny left after such a strike. Unfortunately it seemed like it would take more to slay this final monster. However, the feel of the battle had shifted.
As the armor moved and thought, Tisk realized what the connection between her and the armor was. It was more than just her words flowing to the thing. Her magic was also flowing to the armor in a steady stream. No, it was more than a stream. It was more like a raging river. For whatever reason the armor was using Tisk’s energy to move. She considered cutting the connection, but was worried that it might cause the armor to cease moving. She remembered how it looked like the inside of the armor had been dying before she cast her spell.
With a resilient honk, she kept the connection open. The demand on her was great. Such a small bunny was never meant to supply so much magic. If she had not gotten so much practice using her hop spell and eaten so many of those blue flowers, Tisk did not know if she would be able to sustain it. As it was, the strain took most of her concentration and seemed to be getting greater and greater.
But she was already so drained, she doubted that she could maintain it for long. It seemed to her like she ought to have already run out of energy, and the flow was starting to become painful. The dwarves had a saying about, “squeezing water from a stone.” Tisk was about as far from a stone as one could get, but she thought that might be what she was doing to herself.
While the monster screamed in pain at the armor’s blow, the archer fired an arrow from the ground, and Tisk could just barely see it piercing the thing’s left eye. Another arrow, practically released before the first had landed, screamed towards its right eye, but the monster’s flailing caused the shot to ricochet off one of its horns.
The monster spun around in a half-blind rage, swiping an open clawed hand at the black armor. Tisk was worried for it for a second. She hoped that they could become friends, and it would be a shame if it died because she asked it to help the adventurers. However, with far more grace than she felt something so heavy should have been cable of, it rolled out of the way.
As the armor came out of its roll, it sprung to its knees and slashed out its sword at one of the monster’s ankles. The adventurers did not let this opportunity go to waste. The mage had fired a spear of ice into the wound the armor had left in the monster’s back, and the warrior ran forward.
“The time to end this is now! Frevir, do like the practice. Give me a lift and I’ll strike!”
Then the mage cast a spell Tisk had never seen before. She was too far away to hear the words, but this one time Tisk was OK not being closer to the action. She wasn’t sure what the spell did exactly. The effect was somewhat similar to her hop, only it seemed less like the warrior jumped up and more like he had been flung upwards by some invisible force.
The warrior landed on the monster’s neck, grabbing onto one of its horns for support right as the armor was slashing the ankle.
Tisk leaned forward, wondering what type of elegant final blow the warrior had in store for the monster.
The warrior began bashing its skull with his mace. Up and down the mace rose and fell. Even from her hiding spot Tisk could hear the repeated impacts, and suspected she could do so even if her hearing was as poor as some of the adventurers.
The monster flailed in pain and Tisk could see blood splattering and running down its face. An arm reached up to grab the warrior, but just as quickly as it started to rise the dungeon armor’s sword flashed out to slash at the wrist.
All of the adventurers and the armor were pelting the monster with blows now. If the monster could think through the pain and focus on taking out one threat at a time, it might have had a chance. However, they did not give it a moment to collect itself.
As the monster toppled to the ground, the warrior jumped off, landing on the ground with a clumsy half roll. The armor skipped out of the way, avoiding being crushed by the creature’s bulk. Before the dust from the impact had settled, the armor brought its sword down across the monster’s neck. It did not cleave the head as Tisk had been expecting, but it did cut deep and created a growing pool of blood.
The monster did not move, as the adventurers stood breathing heavily.
Then their eyes turned towards the black armor.




Chapter 15

Introductions



As the battle ended and her heart began to slow from its frantic pace, Tisk could feel that the torrent of magic flooding from her to the armor, had died down to just a steady trickle. Still, she felt exhausted in a way she had never experienced before in her long bunny life. She let the spell drop.
The armor surely had taken enough of her magic to handle anything else. Besides, everybunny was safe now.
“Thank you so much for saving us. I don’t know what we would have done if you hadn’t stepped in. I’m Emily, The dwarf over there is Drawil Ironheart and that is Frevir of the Never Green forest.”
Tisk had seen this before. It was an introduction. One side would give their names and the other side would then reciprocate. At least, that was how things usually went if hostilities did not break out between groups of adventurers.
However, as Tisk watched, she realized the armor was not going to respond without instructions from her. Tisk sighed as she spent the magic to reestablish the connection. This time, casting it was immediately painful. Her inner pool was nearly dry, drier than it had been when she had fought the swordtail deer, and she was scraping the bottom. The pain, she figured, was coming from scratching the sides of whatever organ she was taking the magic from. However, there was residual energy in the walls of that organ and Tisk worked hard to gather it all up.
[Thearthea]
Tell them you were glad to help. Be polite.
“It was my pleasure to help.”
Tisk waited but the armor did not elaborate. At least its voice had more emotion. She decided she would simply have to dictate exactly what the armor should say, since it did not seem to understand the art of conversation.
That thought struck something in Tisk, a realization. The thread connecting her and the armor was one-way. It carried her words and energy to the construct. But despite the function of the connection, she thought she could feel something of the nature of the armor. Perhaps it was just her imagination, but it made sense with everything she had seen from the armor.
It had a mind and a voice, but it had no words or thoughts of its own. No wants or desires were contained in the metal shell. It knew how to fight, but nothing else. As she looked back at the dead dungeon core, it made so much sense to her.
The core was obviously intelligent. It had designed the dungeon and created everything. It laid down rules and could give commands. From it had come all of the adventurers and monsters and everything else she knew. Tisk shuddered as a bit she wondered what would happen to the world now. With that momentary dread passed, she focused back on the core. It obviously had thoughts and wants. It had wanted the intruder dead. But it had no mouth.
The dungeon core had been like her, words but no voice. Of course it would have created something like the armor. It would need a vessel for its words and will. But it was dead now, and an empty container did not serve much of a purpose. It was a shame. The armor was so beautiful, and the only one around who could put thoughts into its mind was-
Her. Tisk was the only one around that could speak into its mind. She could fill the container that was the armor and give it purpose. It could carry her words. It could be an extension of herself. It could be her voice.
She shivered at the thought. If the armor was part of her, she could finally speak. Just like the adventurers.
Tisk took a deep breath and collected herself. The adventurers were looking at the armor oddly.
I want you to repeat the following:
“Sorry, I just- It wasn’t a problem, don’t worry about it.” It had actually been a huge problem for Tisk, but she felt saying so might be considered rude. “This one’s name is Ti-”
She cut off the words as her heart rate suddenly picked up. They knew the name Tisk already. Tisk had already introduced herself to them with her mind-speak spell. If she finished her name they would surely put one and one together to get two groups of one. They weren’t stupid, they were adventurers afterall.
Tisk tried to quickly weigh how bad it would be if they knew she was the one they had spoken to earlier. They had never tracked her down, looking for a larger prize than a small unassuming bunny hidden in the nooks. But they had been suspicious of her and her ability to project into their heads. They could start asking questions that she would not be able to answer.
The big question was if knowing would help them determine that she was not like them. Tisk quickly realized that she would be just prey if they knew a succulent bunny was behind the armor. She was honestly surprised that they had not realized already. Their noses must be worse than- Actually, she did not know any predator with such a bad sense of smell.
Though perhaps it could be excused. The room was filled with blood and they were covered in sweat.
Maybe they would not immediately jump from armored figure that can magically talk in their minds to delicious bunny just waiting to be eaten, but it would certainly put them on guard and make them suspicious.
OH NO! I need to say something. They are all staring at the armor.
She had cut off mid sentence, and had been spending too long in thought. She was still not great at reading the faces of the two legs, but she thought she could see confusion and concern in them. Perhaps there was also a hint of suspicion as well. She needed to avoid that at all cost. But even as she was worrying about that the awkward silence was dragging on!
What do I say?
She could not say her name, that much she had decided on. And even though at least one of these adventurers was a liar, she did not think she could do that either. It was such a horrible thing to say words that were untrue. But…
How long could she get away with this charade if she did not lie? What would happen the first time someone asked her if she was a human, elf, or dwarf? She couldn’t simply say “Oh, I’m a bunny.” But perhaps she could manage to avoid answering and dodge the question. Maybe in the heat of the moment she would be able to come up with something suitably vague enough to be both true and satisfactory for whoever had asked her the question.
Of course, the fact that she was having so much trouble evading the question of “what is your name?” caused her to seriously question her ability to handle more complex or nuanced interrogation.
But then a thought struck her and she had her answer. She was not really speaking to these adventurers. Technically, she was giving instructions to the suit of armor and it was following them. It was the one speaking, and as far as she knew it had no name. Tisk could be the one to name the armor and then could simply tell the adventurers the name. It would be true, even if it might not be in the spirit of truth. Besides, eating fallen flower petals had only been technically allowed by the rules, and that had worked out well.
The name would need to start with a “Tr” sound because of her near bungle, but she could work with that. She had heard enough adventurer names, and since it was not like it was actually her name, she didn’t care too much about how it sounded or what it meant. Well, perhaps she cared a little, but it was not like she had much time to contemplate it. In fact, the armor deserved more than just Tisk throwing out whatever first came to mind. Though considering that she had come up with her own name in the midst of life-threatening peril, perhaps intense pressure was the key to inventing names.
Tisk was able to get the armor to make something that sounded like a coughing sound before she finally gave her answer, “Sorry, something stuck in my throat. I am Sir Traskalon...  Traskalon Ironpaw.”
She was not sure about the “Sir” part of the name. However, it seemed to be attached to the front of the names of adventurers who wore suits of armor similar to the one she was now controlling. They were few and far between, and as far as she could tell it meant “armored like a beetle.” It seemed to fit.
 
As for “Ironpaw,” Tisk had added that last part while gazing at the two iron gauntlets at the end of the armor’s arms. Tisk had added an additional mental command. “Flex your paws,” and the armor had obeyed. After longing for her entire life, she finally had a way to manipulate things like the adventurers did. The surge of pride had caused her to momentarily forget that for whatever bizarre reasons motivated them, adventurers did not call their paws paws.
Instead they called them hands and feet. It made some sense, she had to admit. They never seemed to walk or hop on their hands. They seemed to be exclusively used to manipulate objects, and their feet were only used for walking. While they might all be types of paws, it was right to have more specific words for them.
Luckily, other than a few shifts in expressions, and at least one raised eyebrow, no one called her out on it.
“Well, thank you again, Traskalon Ironpaw. If there is anything we can do for you let us know.”
“Sir Ironpaw, would you happen to know what was going on here?”
Traskalon, for that was the armor’s name now, shook its head at Tisk’s mental command and then responded, “No. All I know is that all the dungeon creatures were rushing here to stop some kind of attacker. I think the creatures lost.”
As far as Tisk knew she was the only creature living in the caverns asides from the adventurers. She wondered if the attacker had killed everything in the parts of the dungeon outside the caves. She had never seen the outside world, of course, but she thought it would be a shame if it had all been destroyed.
“Is that… is that the dungeon core?”
The entire cavern trembled raining bits of stone and dust on them all. The core was only a fraction of the size it had been moments ago.
“We had better get out of here.”
They all started running, with the elf pointing out one of the other tunnels that left the core room. Tisk looked up at the ceiling, not quite sure what was happening and what she was supposed to do now. She stared at the dying dungeon core. No, she revised, it was already dead. Whatever was happening was what happened when someone killed the center of the world. Finally, she looked to the armor for some hint, but it just stood there.
“Sir Ironpaw. I really think we need to get out of here,” yelled Emily as she poked her head out of the tunnel, apparently realizing that the armor was not following them.
Tisk sent the mental command to the armor, groaning as she realized she would need to power it, just a little bit longer.
Follow them- Wait! Pick me up first and take me with you. Make sure the others don’t see me though.
There was a moment of panic as the armor almost left Tisk behind. She did not know if there was a maximum range to her spell, but she was positive that she did not want it leaving her sight. She let out a squeak of alarm as a black gauntlet picked her up and then unceremoniously dumped her into an open visor before lowering it back down.
As Tisk tumbled into the helmet, she splayed her legs outwards to catch herself. There were bits of metal that seemed stationary that Tisk was able to brace herself on, but the entire experience was very distressing.
The armor was running and with each step, she would feel herself being jarred up and down. To make things more difficult, she was only able to use three of her legs to maintain her position. When she had tried using the broken one, the pain had almost made her lose her pawhold. Looking down, she could see hundreds of metal teeth all turning and spinning against one another. If she fell deeper into the armor, it would be a very unpleasant end.
She was already magically and mentally drained. Powering the armor was straining her spiritually in a way that she suspected was not at all good for her, and her injured body now needed to hold a ridiculous pose or fall to its death.
It would be important to be much more clear with orders to the armor and make sure she did not allow any stray images to pass through her head while talking to it. Tisk did not blame the magical wonder. Any mistake was her own.
“Wait, was this secret passage here all along?”
“It’s not a dungeon if it’s not lousy with secret tunnels.”
Tisk tried to lower her head so she could see out of the visor. It worked, whatever it was they had been speaking about was already past. It was heartening to see they had made significant progress back to her cave. She really did not know how much longer she could keep it up.
Ahead, she saw the human who had been missing from the group during the battle, Garret she thought his name was.
“What the hell are you doing here. You’re supposed to be going back to Town!”
“I ran into another adventurer waiting outside the dungeon. She had gotten here early and was just waiting for her turn. I told her what was going on and came-”
They did not stop to listen to him. Instead the dwarf and elf ran past him, and Emily the female human grabbed his arm and started to drag him behind her.
“Story time later, for now just run.”
Whatever the end goal currently was, it eluded Tisk. However, she was starting to realize the danger. As they had made her way into the snake tunnels, she had spotted a large stone falling from the central chamber’s ceiling. The entire dungeon seemed to be shaking almost constantly now.
Through her narrow sliver of vision, she could see them burst into the bunny cavern. No one slowed down to look for monsters; they were all dead after all. The armor just barreled forward, smashing through any branches in its way, and Tisk saw some glow fruit juice splatter onto one of the arms.
Wait one moment!
Tisk had the armor thrust its hand into one of the holes she had dug and grab the small pouch she had found. The fabric container was difficult to manipulate with her paws, but it was the way adventurers stored their gold, and she felt that she needed to do the same. She did not know what they were doing, but felt it best to have something to negotiate with in case it came to that.
And then the rest of the adventurers had run out of the bunny cave into the snow-covered dead forest beyond. There was a trail, well worn by adventurers, and Tisk knew where she was supposed to go. But she had the armor pause.
One of the first rules she had been aware of was “Do not go beyond the cave entrance.”
She was not supposed to leave. Tisk did not know why the adventurers were allowed to, and neither did she know if the armor was allowed to. However, she knew for certain that it was a land forbidden to her.
Tisk had the armor take a step forward, right up to the boundary.
The dungeon core was broken, and its rules were shattered. However, she still felt them imprinted deeply inside of her. That rule had been a key fact of her life since her birth. She could not go out.
“Sir Ironpaw, come on!”
Tisk had the armor take another step. And then, when nothing happened, she had it take another. Finally, she had it start running again.




Chapter 16

The Return



They were outside of the cavern, still running in case a collapse sent rocks sliding. Only, Tisk realized that thinking about it that way was not quite right. They were outside of the dungeon, not just the cavern.
She had thought the dungeon was everything. She had thought her forest cave was large. Tisk had never been so wrong. One sentence from Emily, shouted between heavy breaths, had made it all come together in Tisk’s thoughts.
“I’m half surprised we made it out of the dungeon before it collapsed in on us.”
When she had stepped past the boundary of the cave and broken one of the dungeon’s rules she had felt that something was different. Tisk at first thought she was experiencing what it was like being a bad bunny. But those words… They had made it out of the dungeon. Out!
The adventurers had never been dungeon creatures. The Town they spoke of was never part of the dungeon. There was an entire world that existed beyond her wildest imaginations, and now she was in it.
She realized what she was feeling, or rather, what she was no longer feeling. All of her life, the presence of the dungeon core had sat in the back of her mind, unnoticed. The presence had made itself known when it had called all of the monsters to the core room to defend itself, and she had felt that weight strongly when she was in the core’s presence.
Even after it had died, it was still there, only inert and impotent. Now that she had left the dungeon however, the presence was gone. A weight Tisk had never properly understood had vanished. She was free from the shackles of her old life.
Tisk was glad the armor running with the group did not require any of her attention, as her entire world was reeling. One of the adventurers could offer to explain all of the mysteries of language to her, and she was not sure if she would be able to pay attention.
Being a good bunny meant following the rules, but the rules were gone now. Could she still be a good bunny? She had the helmet turn its head, bracing herself not to fall into the whirling metal below. She could see Emily and Frevrir of the Never Green Forest besides her. Tisk knew that Drawil Ironheart was lagging a bit, but was not too far behind.
She thought the adventurers were good people. They were nice enough at the very least. She really did not have much to go on, but until they proved otherwise she would assume that they were indeed good. Adventurers were all supposed to be good after all. Though, one of them had lied when she had first tried to talk to them. As far as she knew, there was no rule regarding lying, but it seemed to her like it ought to be a bad thing. On the other paw, when they had captured her, they had decided not to kill her. Emily had also called her cute. That had to count for something.
Tisk wondered if they had any rules. Was there a way she could ask them without giving herself away? They were not dungeon creatures, but that did not mean they did not have rules. Though, she supposed that their rules would have to come from somewhere else other than a dungeon core. He ears perked up at that thought. Perhaps there was an outside core that had created everything that was outside, just as the dungeon had created everything that was dungeon.
If Tisk could find the Outside Core, perhaps she could ask it to give her new rules. The more she thought on it, being a good bunny was not just a failure to break the rules, but it was rather the act of following them. With no rules, there was simply no way she could be a good bunny.
Tisk nearly honked in frustration. She was a good bunny; she just knew it. How could the death of the dungeon core invalidate that. However… She had failed to take any action to stop the intruder and save the core. If she had thrown herself at him, perhaps it would have slowed him down just long enough for the not-minotaur monster to materialize. And then she had helped the adventurers kill the last monster ever made by the dungeon. And then she had left the dungeon, even though it was against the rules.
Maybe she was a bad bunny afterall…
Tisk looked at the adventurers and could not feel sorry that they were alive. If saving them meant she had to be a bad bunny, then she was- Well, she was not OK with that. She could not help but feel that there might have been a way to ensure everything worked out fine without breaking any rules. But, it was something that she could live with.
She would need to find out if the adventurers had rules. If they did, perhaps she could be a good bunny by following their rules. At the very least, if she could not be a good bunny, perhaps she could be a good adventurer. Tisk sighed. If they did have rules, one of them was likely that good adventurers needed to go on adventures. There would be no way she could do that. She was just a bunny after all.
A loud crashing sound tore Tisk from her thoughts. She had never heard such a sound before, but with a deep dread in her stomach, she thought she knew what it was. As the long roar came to an end the group slowed to a stop and turned around.
Tisk had never seen the cave from the outside, and now she realized she never would. The entire side of the mountain had collapsed, burying the dungeon’s corpse. It was a good thing they had continued running, as some small pebbles were bouncing along the ground, and Drawil Ironheart was rubbing the back of his head as if something had struck it.
Appreciating their fortune at being able to escape was difficult. She was too busy gazing at the mountain. She had heard the word many times before and thought she knew what it meant. A mountain was a big pile of stone with a cave inside it. That definition of the word was not exactly incorrect, but oh how her understanding of the word was wrong. The mountain was so much larger than she could have thought. Calling it a pile of rocks was really not doing it justice. It was like calling a large patch of grass just a few blades.
She turned the helmeted head left and right. The thing kept going. It was hard to see too much through the armor’s visor, but what she could see suitably impressed her. And then Tisk had the armor tilt its head up towards the peak of the mountain.
What was that?
Whatever it was, it was everywhere and she could make out no end to it. White fluffy things floated far above and Tisk couldn’t see where the ceiling was. Something finally clicked in her mind. It was the sky. She had only ever been able to see a small sliver of it over the trees from her cave. She had mistaken it for a wall of the dungeon. Never would she have thought it would be so big. Why had no one told her how wondrous the sky was. It was blue, just like the flower petals she liked to-
She snapped the dungeon armor’s head back to where the cave used to be.
Her home was gone. All of the different types of grass she loved to eat were gone. The flowers were gone. Even all of the other bunnies were gone. They had never been great conversationalists, but they were her fellow bunnies. She had even lost her rules. Tisk had lost everything. Sure she still had a wondrous, if uncomfortable suit of armor, and her pouch of coins. Then there was her amazing magical collar. And there were the adventurers besides her, possible friends if things went right. Still, Tisk was not sure it was an even trade, and had trouble understanding the painful feeling in her chest.
Eventually she could not take it anymore and had the armor look away.
The bunny knew that she could not go back. Even though Tisk did not know what the future held in store for her, she did not think she could ever just be a simple bunny again.




AFTERWORD

Tisk's adventures will continue. 
For more information about the progress of the next book, book recommendations, or other things written by Richard J Hansen, goto 
www.RichardJHansen.com
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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