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 1 The Den 
 
    
       
 
   
 
    Light from Rhespira’s twin moons shown down, illuminating the dark green waves that crashed with a thunderous roar against the bow of The Night Terror, slicing through the water towards its goal… the Imperial Bank’s transport ship. “Look alive lads!” Kheeta yelled to the gruff deckhands over the whipping wind and rain, nose twitching and tail swishing in excitement. Looking out over the deck she smiled, they were the toughest and most feared crew these seas had seen, with her as their first mate, and the most respected Pirate to command a ship, Captain Celia. Kheeta’s velvet red ears flicked back and forth filtering out the roar of the wind and waves to hear her next order. 
 
    “Today lads, we all become filthy rich!” Captain Celia declared to the skies, her long green hair blowing behind her in the storm. Her nearly translucent blue skin glistened as moonlight shone against the rain that clung to her. Her eyes filled with a steely determination as she shouted words of encouragement before the coming battle. Kheeta watched her captain rally the crew together, a smile stretching across her face, I love watching her give speeches, she thought to herself as Celia caught her eye and winked, causing Kheeta’s stomach to twirl about and her heart to flutter. Now is not the time to go on a tangent brain, she thought as lightning split the dark sky, illuminating their ship momentarily. She shook her fur and gripped her cutlass tighter as they drew mere yards from the distracted imperial ship. “Surrender now and prepare to be board…” Celia was cut off as a cannon ball exploded through the side railing, missing her by mere inches. “Well then,” another flash of lightning allowed Kheeta to see the smile crack Celia’s face, “I was so hoping you would choose the hard way… Fire!” Almost instantly the air was filled with the explosion of cannons as the crew opened fire on the transport ship, twelve-pound balls of solid iron ripping through ship and crew alike. 
 
    “Captain! Duck!” Kheeta scream as she tackled her superior to the ground, arrows thudding fiercely into the deck where Celia had just stood. They landed roughly, Kheeta shielding her captain with her body, “are you okay?” 
 
    “I am thanks to you,” Celia responded helping her Kitsune friend back to her feet. “Those bastards are gonna to pay for that…” the Captain seethed as she gazed out over the sea to the opponent’s ship, “Kheeta?” 
 
    “Yes ma’am?” The fox girl responded quickly standing to full attention, explosions and screams roaring in the background. 
 
    “Let’s go have some fun.” With that suggestion voiced, Celia reached up and grabbed her necklace firmly, giving it one sharp tug. As the silver clasp broke and fell free, the transformation spell over her body dissipated as well, a swirling green mist surrounded her, completely clouding her from sight. Within moments she reemerged, her legs replaced with a long green fish-like tail. She winked at her red furred friend and jumped overboard, cutlass in her teeth, and began swimming to the enemy ship. 
 
    One of the perks of being a mermaid pirate… Kheeta chuckled to herself as she looked around for another way to join Celia, who had already cleared half the distance, her tail giving her a clear advantage in the violently thrashing waves. Lightning and thunder sounded again causing Kheeta to look up and giving her an idea. Putting her Cutlass between her teeth as Celia had, Kheeta grabbed ahold of the mast rigging and began her arduous ascent. The ropes were rough and slippery from the rain making it not only difficult but painful to cling on as the wind tried desperately to yank her free and the fibers of the robe tore at her skin. None the less her determination to assist her Captain kept Kheeta climbing until she finally reached the crow’s peak, high above the pandemonium of the deck.  
 
    Flickering lights on the deck below caused her to look over the edge of her basket at the crew, a fire had broken out on the port side and two lanky Elves ran around frantically trying to put it out. Stupid fire arrows! Kheeta thought to herself right before the ship was rocked hard to the side sending her over the edge of the crow’s nest…  
 
    Kheeta clung for dear life, her claws digging deep into the wood as she prayed for the strength to pull herself back up. Captain Celia is counting on you! Kheeta yelled at herself as she swung her left arm up to grab the edge. She found her grip and began slowly pulling herself up, forming a plan on how to reach her captain. As she finally managed to get back inside the nest she felt a rush of accomplishment, only to have it ripped away as the mast split in two sending her hurdling through the salty air.  
 
    The wind ripped at her face as the deck of the ship got closer and closer, I can’t believe it, I’m going to die! Panic and regret began to overrun her thoughts when something hit her in the face. She instinctively grabbed at it and to her elation it was a rope, still attached to the mast, and she was no longer falling… just swinging around in the wind. Alright if I time it just right I can swing over to the other ship. She strategized trying to regain some control of her facilities, bracing herself as the storm whipped her into the broken mast with a loud crack coming from her back. Probably just broke a few ribs, Kheeta thought to herself through gritted teeth as she inhaled painfully and tried to think. 
 
    She peered across the treacherous chasm to see Celia had already boarded, and was twirling about, nothing but a dangerous bloody dance of blades, smiling and laughing as foe after foe fell to her. Movement in the water below caught Kheeta’s attention however… movement big enough that she could see it while whipping around on a rope fifty feet in the air… movement she could see in the middle of a storm… movement big enough to be a serious problem…  
 
    Before Kheeta could react in any manner, a thirty-foot pink tentacle with suction cups the size of dinner plate burst through the dark waves, sending both ships rushing several yards away from each other… She stared on in horror as the Kraken’s arm crashed down on the imperial ship splintering the deck in half. “No! Celia!” Kheeta screamed as she let go of the rope, flying towards a hundred-foot squid monster, not a plan in her mind, only one thought… 
 
    “Kheeta stop playing with your food! You’ve gotten milk all over the table!” Nadia, her mother, scolded as she walked into the kitchen. Kheeta looked up from her bowl of porridge and noticed that there was indeed quite a mess before her.  
 
    “I’m sorry mom, I’ll clean it up.” She reassured her mother, quickly grabbing up her bowl and spoon. “I was just thinking about what it would be like to be a quester someday!” Her big green eyes shown with excitement over her quivering nose as she wiped up the mess on the table. “I want to go on marvelous adventures mother.” 
 
    “Ha! You? A quester? That’ll be the day!” Kohda mocked as he took his seat at the breakfast table next to his sister, she hadn’t even heard him come in. Kohda was three years Kheeta’s senior and liked to think that he was better than anyone else in The Den. 
 
    “Kohda be nice to your sister, what kind of peace officer mocks others?” Kohrlan, the Chief of Order and their father, scolded; smacking Kohda in the back of his head with his tail. “But your brother is right about one thing Kheeta.”  
 
    She turned to look at her dad, tears beginning to form in her eyes, the knowledge of what he was going to say stinging preemptively. This wasn’t the first time they had this conversation… ever since she was little Kheeta had always dreamed of leaving the safety of The Den and seeing the rest of the world.  
 
    “You need to get your head out of the clouds Kheeta you’re 16 years old,” Nadia finished for her dad. “Look at your brother Kohda, he’s going to be a peace keeper like your father and his father before him. If it wasn’t for them then, well this whole den would be as chaotic as a hen house.” Kheeta rolled her eyes at the thought of the prim and proper Kitsune’s ever doing anything chaotic or exciting. “Plus, today I really need you to be focused. It’s the first day of the Autumn Festival and Mrs. Vines prepaid a lot of gold for a dress that she’s picking up today, everything must be perfect.”  
 
    “But I don’t want to run the stall today… I want to enjoy the festival.” She complained at her mother, trying to give her the most pitiful pleading expression she could manage. 
 
    “Too bad Kheeta, life, or real life anyways, isn’t traveling around and saving maidens from dark wizards… it’s dull, repetitive, routine. And that dull, repetitive, routine has made our family the number one tailor in all of The Den…” Her mother was looking past all of them now lost in her own pride, it was almost as if she was talking for only herself and after a brief pause she continued. “You should take pride in what we do, it’ll all be yours when I retire after all.” A shiver went from Kheeta’s long ears all the way down her red velvet tail, Gah! The idea of working here for the rest of my life… She thought to herself as her mother’s tail smacked the back of her head, shadowing Kohda’s earlier treatment. “You could at least try not to look visibly disgusted. Now, go get the dress and come around front we’re running late.” With that said her mother stood up from the table and kissed Kohrlan on the cheek, “I’ll see you two at the festival.” The two Kitsunes waved her out the door as Kheeta went into the back to fetch the emerald green dress that her mother had poured dozens of hours into sewing and stitching together. She squinted as the light from the two suns in the sky shone brightly off the gems intricately inlaid in the fabric. She carefully put it in the back of the cart and closed the doors. It really is a marvelous dress… just not worth 450 gold pieces. Kheeta thought to herself as she climbed into the seat of the wagon next to her mother and they set out down the dirt road.  
 
    The Den was a small village where everyone knew everything about everybody and Kheeta hated everything about it. She, like all Kitsune for the past two hundred years, had never left The Den to explore the outside world. Her people felt that the other races in Rhespira were barbaric and not to be trusted, so they cast strong illusion magic to hide their little haven and recluse from the rest of the world. There must be more to life than just sewing dresses and living in homes in the hills. Kheeta thought to herself with grim determination, and I’m going to prove it. They rounded the corner leading away from the residential district of the village to the main marketplace. Birds chirped in the ancient trees, whose leaves were a burnt auburn and yellow from the season’s change, and surrounded all sides of the circular courtyard. The air had the chilly bite of Autumn as the dual suns’ rays were duller in the square. 
 
    The market softly hummed with the murmur of  proper and hushed conversations, as everyone finished their festival preparations. Their wagon pulled up next to a large green stall and she hopped out, walking around the back to unload their wares, and the specialty dress, onto the various tables and display mannequins. 
 
    “Make sure you’re careful with that dress.” Her mother yipped as she opened the window to their stall, marking the start of the day.  
 
    “Make sure you’re careful with the dress, sit up straight, you can’t like boys and girls, you have to be a proper lady…” Kheeta muttered under her breath, disdain for her mother’s beliefs dripping from every word. 
 
    “What was that dear?” Nadia called out looking over her shoulder at the rebellious fox girl. 
 
    “Nothing mother,” she fired back in quick reply, rushing to get the rest of the merchandise unloaded. 
 
    The day drug on for what seemed like forever, with Kheeta running the counter; selling various trousers and blouses to the festival patrons, sighing and wishing she could join in the festivities. 
 
    As she was letting out her ninth exaggerated sigh in a row, to annoy her mother, she saw her classmate Froelan wave at her from the funnel cake stall. He was a smaller Kitsune, though her same age, and he had tan fur with long pointed ears. Please don’t come over here… please don’t try to talk to me… She thought to herself, her stomach a ball of anxiety and butterflies as she looked for a way to escape an encounter with the attractive boy. 
 
    “Hey Kheeta,” the short Officer Recruit called out as he walked to her window, turning several heads with the abrupt noise. 
 
    “Oh… hey Froelan,” she responded weakly. “What uh… do you need anything?”  
 
    “Yea, your Dad said I should come by and see when I could be fitted for my Peace Officer tunic,”  
 
    She pulled out the calendar from below the counter to consult, “well it looks like my mom is busy for the next two days but after…” Kheeta was interrupted as a shrill voice cut through the air. 
 
    “Froelan? What are you doing over here with the weirdo?” Seqora, a white-furred Kitsune and local snob, asked as she clung to Froelan’s arm. 
 
    “I’m not a weirdo.” Kheeta shot back defensively her nose and tail both twitching in offense. 
 
    “Okay well let’s think about this… You spend all your time in those creepy woods by yourself, you have no friends, and you’ve always got your nose in a book… Yeah, I’d say you’re a weirdo.” Seqora was beaming ear to ear as she watched the tears begin to well up in Kheeta’s eyes. Why is she always so mean to me? This is why I hate this place… Kheeta thought to herself as she tried to muster a response and choked up instead. 
 
    “Whoa, Seqora… maybe lay off a little.” Froelan said in a pitiful attempt of defending her. 
 
    “I think she’s gonna cry… are you gonna cry?” Seqora taunted as she leaned forward so her face was inches from Kheeta’s. 
 
    “No, I’m not gon…” Kheeta was once again cut off, only this time is was by her mother. 
 
    “Kheeta, Mrs. Vines is here... Fetch the dress for me, will you?” Nadia called out from her side of the large stall, feigned kindness in her tone, as she welcomed the wealthy patron to their store. Kheeta grabbed the gown in front of her and began to walk away from her tormenter but something stopped her abruptly. She turned back to see that Seqora had grabbed one of the sleeves and was pulling hard. 
 
    “I’m not done talking to you,” the white fox-girl sneered as Kheeta pulled back on the dress, trying to wrench it free; she could hear her mother still talking to Mrs. Vines. 
 
     “I spent all weekend working on the stitching to make sure it was absolutely perfect for you.”  
 
    “Well I’m glad, for the price I’m paying… it better be perfect.” Mrs. Vines barked back curtly, her eyes showing no kindness, feigned or real. 
 
    “Kheeta what’s the hold up?” Nadia called out, more than a pinch of nerves apparent in her voice now. 
 
    Kheeta gave the dress one final pull and the entire stall was filled with a terrible sound… RIP! 
 
    “What have you done!” Nadia screamed, turning around to see Mrs. Vine’s new dress ripped in half in Kheeta’s stunned hands; Seqora and Froelan having sprinted out of view. 
 
    “Why you, klutzy little wench! Do you have any idea how much money I paid your family for that dress?” Mrs. Vines screamed at her from the outside of the stall.  
 
    “I’m really sorry, it was…” She began, tears welling up in her eyes as Mrs. Vines cut her off. 
 
    “Oh, I’m sorry doesn’t fix my dress does it? Can’t you do anything right? You’re a disappointment to your family and you’re a disappointment to The Den!” Mrs. Vines was screaming so loud that the whole Marketplace had stopped their polite hushed conversations and were staring at them.  
 
    “Well I think that’s a little harsh.” Nadia responded meekly, trying, and failing, to defend her daughter against the angry woman. 
 
    “My husband runs this town, he’s the mayor if you don’t remember! She’s lucky that I don’t just have her kicked out! She’s not a proper Kitsune anyways, always day dreaming, never contributing… She’s a bad seed and she spits on our way of life!” Kheeta was visibly upset as tears streamed down her face and her ears drooped down. Before anyone could say another word, she turned and ran out of the stall door, deep into the woods and far from The Den, to the outskirts of Verngoth Forest. 
 
    I hate it here so much… Kheeta thought to herself as she kicked a clump of moss that was clinging to the forest floor. The woods surrounding The Den were not traveled by many, even amongst the Kitsune, due to its reputation of being haunted; but Kheeta didn’t mind, she enjoyed the solidarity. I don’t want to be a proper Kitsune. I want adventure and danger... She was so engrossed in her thoughts that she didn’t notice when a vine of a nearby tree began slowly snaking its way towards her as if it was stalking her on its own. I mean they seriously expect me to run a stall the rest of my life? The vine was closer now, only inches from her foot as she ventured deeper into the woods, alone. 
 
    A cold breeze came rustling through the leaves of the trees and despite her fur Kheeta shivered. Why is it so col… her internal thoughts turned into an external scream as the vine wrapped itself around her foot and pulled sharply, within moments Kheeta was lifted into the air by one leg wildly kicking and thrashing about. 
 
    “Well that’s not a ladylike sight is it?” Chimed in a familiar voice as Kheeta frantically fought with the gaudy dress her mother made her wear. “You look so ridiculous with your dress over your head and your bed wear out for the world to see.” The voice continued followed by raucous laughter. 
 
    “I’m serious Celia cut me down.” Kheeta replied to the voice as she managed to wrestle the dress away from her face enough to see. Before her was Celia, her best friend and closely guarded secret. 
 
    “Alright I’ll let you down… this time.” The girl laughed as she floated over to the tree that suspended Kheeta. Celia’s long green hair contrasted against the orange and yellow leaves, her ethereal appearance seeming almost translucent. “You know I work really hard keeping this forest trapped so that people think I’m not the only ghost here, and you keep setting them all off.” 
 
    “I’m so sorry I’m interrupting your intricate con by walking.” Kheeta replied sarcastically as Celia cut the vine and the fox girl plummeted to the cold ground with a thud. “You couldn’t have thought of a nicer way to get me down?”  
 
    The ghost mermaid simply shrugged her shoulders and gave her friend a sly grin.  
 
    “So, I’m assuming we’re going to the lake then?” Celia presumed turning left down the unmarked trail that Kheeta had taken every day for the past two years. “Your trousers and blouse are in the hollow stump if you’d like to change into something a little less…”  
 
    “Shut up,” Kheeta cut her off blushing from embarrassment. 
 
    “In that case, I’ll race you there!” Celia exclaimed taking off literally through the trees, phasing through each one as if it wasn’t there. Kheeta let out a long sigh and ran after her ghostly friend. 
 
    After a few minutes down the trail, the lake started to come into view, much like the marketplace in The Den, the lake was surrounded by large trees stretching far into the sky as if trying to touch one of the two suns illuminating it. The lake was crystal clear as if made of glass and not water, transparent to the bottom even at its deepest point. As Kheeta drew closer however movement caught her eye and she leaned over to get a closer look. Moments later Celia came exploding out of the water laughing and splashing Kheeta. 
 
    “What took you so long?” Celia asked as she floated over to a large burnt stump on the far side of the lake shore. 
 
    “Not everyone can run through the trees, some of us have to try and avoid them.” Kheeta replied playfully as she started to lift her dress above her head. 
 
    “Sounds like corporeal problems to me,” Celia taunted back as she tossed a tied bundle of clothes to her half naked friend. 
 
    “Don’t stare at me!” Kheeta shrieked as she noticed Celia’s eyes beginning to wander. 
 
    “Oh, you like it,” The ghost girl laughed as she complied and turned around. 
 
    “Still…” Kheeta muttered as she pulled her pants up the rest of the way, thankful to finally be out of that awful dress. 
 
    “So, you seemed pretty upset before, did something happen at the festival?” Celia asked floating over to rest her scaly tail in the cold water. Kheeta spent the next two hours filling her mermaid friend in on the days events until a noise interrupted their conversation. 
 
    “Kheeta!” A voice called out through the forest that would be getting dark soon.  
 
    “Kheeta where are you? Come home!” A second voice, her dad’s, joined in. 
 
    “I think you’ve got a search party out for you,” Celia observed flying up to the trees to get a better view. “And it looks like they’re only a few minutes away… what do you want to do?” 
 
    “I can’t go back… not yet, not after the festival.” She insisted to her ghostly sentry, panic starting to rise in her stomach and her throat beginning to tighten. “I need you to make them leave.” 
 
    “Oh please, twist my arm some more,” Celia responded a devious smirk splitting her face ear to ear… 
 
    The twin suns had already begun their descent over the treetops and the forest was rapidly getting dark. Kheeta watched from her hiding place as Kohrlan looked around trying desperately to see through the thick fog that was settling in, severely limiting his party’s visibility. Thick spider webs hung from branches in the trees and the woods had taken on a sinister and malicious feeling. A twig snapped behind him and Kohrlan spun around short sword in hand, ready to face whatever monster stood before him… to his annoyed relief it was just Kohda. “Boy be more careful! You nearly scared me half to death!” He scolded his son who was staring at the floor while Kheeta stifled her laughter. Kohrlan turned his attention back to the trail before him and a chill went from his ears, down his spine, and all the way to the end of his tail.  
 
    “Get out… Get Out… GET OUT…” A mysterious and ominous voice called out through the trees almost as if it was part of the breeze itself. 
 
    “Dad what was tha…”  
 
    “Boy silence and be ready.” The elder Kitsune replied gripping his sword so tightly that the leather straps began to rub his skin raw. As they sat there in the dark, silent, hearts thumping, and fear coursing through their veins, Kheeta saw Celia smile. 
 
    “I think it was nothing dad… just the wind.” Kohda tried to reason, nervously looking around,  trying to convince himself more than his dad. As if on cue Celia sprung into action, swooping down from the trees and letting out a gut-wrenching scream. “Dad run!” Kohda screamed, his legs trembling as he turned to run back the way that they came. 
 
    “Are you serious?” Kohrlan exclaimed in utter shock and disbelief in his own son’s cowardice. “You don’t scare me ghost!”  
 
    “Are you sure?” Celia screamed as she flew out of the ground right in front of the staunch fox-man, causing him to fluster to the point of dropping his sword. “I said GET OUT!” She was mere inches from his face now and she could see the terror in his eyes. Without saying another word Kohrlan turned and bolted; leaving his short sword and his pride on the forest floor, the echoing of cackles following his every step… 
 
    The night had grown old as Kheeta fell off the burnt stump, holding her sides as tears fell from her eyes, “stop… it hurts…”  
 
    Celia looked at her friend rolling in the grass and decided to do her imitation one more time, “You don’t scare me g…g…ghost!” The two friends laughed for a few more moments before they both fell silent and the air turned awkward. “So, do you think you’ll ever be able to look at your dad without laughing again?” 
 
    Kheeta looked at her reflection for a long moment before letting out a deep sigh and flopping back on the grass, her tail swishing out beside her. “I’m not sure if I can go back…”  
 
    “What do you mean?” Celia asked floating down gently to rest on the grass next to Kheeta. 
 
    “Well after the festival and Mrs. Vines… not to mention my family is going to kill me for ripping the dress.” Kheeta’s eyes began to well up with tears and her throat tightened. 
 
    “Well think, at least if they do that we can hang out forever.” Celia joked trying to lift her friend’s spirit. 
 
    “I just… I don’t know what to do Celia…” Kheeta responded trying to hold back the tears that threatened to burst forth. 
 
    “Well if you can’t go back…” Celia began sitting up and looking down at her furry friend. “Why don’t you finally take my advice. Quit daydreaming about being a quester and just go do it.”  
 
    “What? I don’t even know where I’d start!” Kheeta exclaimed sitting up as well and looking at her friend like she was crazy. 
 
    “You know exactly where to start, I’ve told you a million times, Dauntless Dungeon in Dravenmoore. It’s a school where they teach you how to be a Quester!” The ghost girl interjected with a small hint of annoyance. 
 
    “I can’t go by myself… no Kitsune has ever left The Den… at least not any that I’ve heard of… Can you come with me?” Kheeta asked excitement starting to fill both her eyes and tone. 
 
    “I’m tied to this lake and forest Kheeta,” Celia began, knowing her friend already knew how this was going to end. 
 
    “I could take your finger bone with me.” Kheeta suggested quickly with a partially hopeful laugh. 
 
    “If only it worked that way,” the mer-ghost chuckled back. “No, this is something you have to do on your own; but don’t worry, I’m obviously not going anywhere.” Celia looked at her friend and smiled, “then when you come back to visit me you can show The Den they were wrong. Plus I think its about your turn to tell me some fantastical journeys of your own.”  
 
    Kheeta looked at her one and only friend as the tears she had been fighting so valiantly pushed through, only she didn’t mind, this time they were tears of joy. “Okay, I’ll do it. First thing in the morning I’m going to go to Dravenmoore, I’ll find Dauntless Dungeon and become a Quester!” A new fire of determination had been lit inside of the young Kitsune as she went to bed that night, eagerly dreaming of her future life as a Quester of Rhespira… 
 
    


 
   
  
 


 2 A Journey Begins 
 
    
       
 
   
 
    The early morning suns’ rays shone through the green treetop canopy, the warmth gently stirring Kheeta to consciousness. “You’re finally up!” Celia exclaimed floating around in excitement. “I forgot how much living people have to sleep, it’s crazy, you miss out on so much time.” Kheeta squinted her sore eyes as they adjusted to the sunlight, and crinkled her nose as birds loudly chirped their morning song. 
 
    “I can’t believe that I didn’t go home last night.” Kheeta said, her eyes growing wide with panic and anxiety; causing her ethereal friend to float down beside her and place a weightless hand on her shoulder. 
 
    “Kheeta, last night you made some impressive steps and big decisions… are you still going to do it?” 
 
    “Go to Dauntless Dungeon and become a Quester?” Kheeta asked knowing full well that’s the decision her friend was referring to. “I don’t know, I mean it’s so far and I don’t know the way….” She was looking away now, focusing on every wrinkle in the log she sat on; anything was better than trying to look her friend in the eyes right now. 
 
    “Stop making excuses Kheeta!” Celia commanded with more force than she had intended. “You are a passionate and kind person… you are exactly what the Questing community needs right now.” She looked at Kheeta who had gazed up from her log now, “plus, I have something for you, to help you, and so you don’t forget me.” 
 
    “Oh, I couldn’t forget you,” she insisted looking at the buxom mermaid and biting her lip, stifling thoughts that would make her mother blush. 
 
    “Well let me get you your gear and then you’re setting out.” Celia said with such a finality that Kheeta didn’t even argue. The ghost girl dove into the lake with a splash, swimming out to the middle and submerging herself for a few moments. Kheeta watched on with anticipation until finally Celia broke the water’s surface again, a leather wrapped bundle in her arms. 
 
    “What’s that?” Kheeta asked curiously gesturing to the bundle Celia placed before her. 
 
    “Well go on and open it dummy,” she got in reply as the ethereal girl chuckled softly. Kheeta carefully opened the bundle before her, the smell of leather water-proofing filling and burning her nose. Inside was a worn old scroll and an intricate looking scimitar. 
 
    “Celia! I can’t accept these!” Kheeta insisted, pushing them towards her undead friend. 
 
    “Yeah Kheeta, a sword and map sure do me a whole lot of good here at the lake.” Even though she was teasing her, Kheeta could tell that Celia was sad to part with the items. 
 
    “But weren’t these yours when you were…” 
 
    “Alive? Yes, yes they were. The map is one I drew myself and it covers almost all of Rhespira,” she paused as a thought occurred to her, “of course that was a bit over 200 years ago, but as long as too much hasn’t changed you should be able to find the fastest route to Dravenmoore.” Celia answered with a smile as Kheeta unrolled the detailed map amazed at the level of cartography and care that went into documenting each regions topography. 
 
    “And the sword?” Kheeta inquired picking up the surprisingly light weapon, its silver sheath inlaid with a wave like pattern. Looking closer she realized a golden kraken sat as the hilt with the hand guard being made up of its tentacles. 
 
    “That was a gift from my first love, Myra” Celia answered staring off in the distance now, lost in old memories. “She was so beautiful, and kind; but get her behind closed doors… she was the feistiest little red head…” Her words trailed off filled with the melancholy tone of longing. 
 
    “What happened to her?” Kheeta followed, looking at her friend with sympathy.  
 
    “That’s a long and sad story…” Celia began, her voice catching in her throat for just a split second before she regained her composure and continued. “I’d love to float here and chat all day, but you are burning daylight my dear.” 
 
    “You’re right, I should go…” Kheeta sighed reluctantly. She stood and began to attach the sword to her belt, impressed by how well it seemed to fit her. Looking around the lake’s meadow clearing, that had been more of a home to her than her own den, she was filled with a sense of anxiety and excitement. 
 
    “I’ll take you as far as I can; but then you’re on your own,” Celia offered as the two girls began the trek through the forest. The paths were winding and hard to travel through, almost as if the forest itself was trying to prevent her departure; but after two hours of hiking they had reached the edge of Verngoth Forest. “Well here we are…” Celia announced tears of sadness evident in her voice. “Don’t you forget me, you hear? And make sure to come back and visit me.”  
 
    “Oh Celia, I’ve told you before I can’t forget you, besides we’re going to be ghost buddies forever… when you eventually drown me in your lake.” Kheeta replied with a chuckle. 
 
    “Alright well then, I guess don’t die; so I can kill you later…” She laughed and then continued, “Go have an adventure, romance boys or girls, kill a dragon! Go live life Kheeta; you deserve it.” Celia was trying as hard as she could to hide the depressive fog that had taken hold of her as her only friend turned to leave.  
 
    I do deserve it! Kheeta thought to herself as she waved goodbye to Celia and her old life, ready to start a fresh new journey in the big world outside The Den… 
 
    The heat of the twin suns beat down without mercy on the yellow-green hillside outside Verngoth Forest. Kheeta couldn’t believe her eyes; everywhere she looked grew tall grass and bushes, but only the occasional tree straggling here and there. The air was so dry that her eyes and throat were beginning to itch when she heard her stomach growl. Oh, my gods Kheeta! You colossal idiot! First step of Questing: make sure you have enough food; and I not only don’t have enough, I don’t have any! She scanned the hills for signs of anything edible and noticed two lizards scurrying under some rocks by the sage brush. Not my first choice but, her stomach sounded again, they’ll have to do.  
 
    Slowly she snuck up behind the two-foot beasts, unsheathing her new scimitar as quietly as she could, its metal gleaming; they were only a few feet away now. Raising her arm to strike downwards the lizards bolted; each one in either direction, as soon as her weapon had begun its descent. “Damn it!” Kheeta cursed loudly as she tore off after the smaller one, sword raised above her head like a madwoman possessed. 
 
    “Come back here you stupid reptile!” She yelled but the lizard was fast; swerving left and right, in serpentine patterns, dodging each of her novice attacks, and infuriating her more and more each time. Preparing her final strike, sure this was the one that would connect, she hesitated as something in the distance caught her eye. The lizard, seeing his opening, scurried away unnoticed as the distracted Kitsune began to walk up the hill to her right, investigating the strange sight. 
 
    As she grew closer she saw a dark brown wooden chest with no apparent lock nestled under a big bush. I wonder what’s inside? Maybe food? Kheeta thought to herself as she looked around for a possible owner, her stomach insisting that she open it regardless. After a few seconds of searching revealed her to be alone, she approached the chest quickly, eager to get at its contents.  
 
    She crouched down before the trunk, that seemed much bigger now that she was upon it, standing almost three feet tall and two feet wide. Kheeta set her scimitar on the ground next to her and used both hands to try and pry the lid open. At first, she struggled, the lid seeming stuck; so she pulled as hard as she could, praying it would open… until it did. 
 
    Suddenly, the lid snapped open revealing the contents inside to be nothing Kheeta was hoping for; instead, rows and rows of razor-sharp teeth lined the edges, gnashing and salivating as it’s two-foot tongue wrapped its slimy self around her wrist and began to pull her inside. “No! Help!” Kheeta yelled, frantically pulling her arm away from the creature’s snarling teeth and reaching for her sword with the other. 
 
    “Ooo lookie here Gob!” A shrill voice cut through the sound of Kheeta’s pleas and the monster’s growls. 
 
    “Looks like another ‘un fell ‘fer our trap.” Another gruffer voice replied, followed by a sadistic chuckle. 
 
    “I wasn’t sure of you bozo’s plan at first but this seems to be working.” A third, feminine voice, chimed in; as Kheeta looked around for the sources, still trying to save her hand from the yellow drool-covered teeth. 
 
    “The plan is perfect!” The shrill voice interjected sounding offended. “You’re just too dumb to understand it! People want the stuff in the chest right? The Mimic eats them when they try, and then we get the stuff they had.” 
 
    Kheeta screamed out in pain as the lid finally slammed shut, trapping her hand in the toothy mouth inside. 
 
    “Yes scream! Scream louder!” The shrill voice commanded as its owner finally stepped into view. “Mimic’s enjoy a meal that wiggles ‘n screams the best.” Before her stood three small creatures; only about two feet tall, with long floppy ears, grey skin, and one large, bulbous, yellow eye, each hand ended in three clawed fingers, with a mouth full of sharp jagged teeth that seemed to stretch from ear to ear. It would be a stretch to call their clothes rags, and their hair was more like wispy wire hanging and sticking up in every direction. 
 
    “Please help me! Let me go!” Kheeta pleaded through tears as the Mimic bit down again, its teeth piercing the skin of her arm; she could feel the blood trickling down her fingers and knew that she’d lose her entire hand before too much longer. 
 
    One of the creatures went to make what Kheeta assumed was going to be a snarky reply, but as it opened its mouth it was knocked off the rock by a crossbow bolt. The other creatures screeched and began to scurry on all fours towards a hole in the ground not too far away. 
 
    “Oh no you don’t!” Called out a smooth voice and two more crossbow bolts found their marks, leaving both the fleeing creatures dead. 
 
    “Help me please!” Kheeta called out still trying to painfully wrestle her hand out of the closed and snarling Mimic. 
 
    “Here allow me,” the smooth voice answered and after a moment the chest began to loosen its grip. “With these little buggers you’ve got to go for the hinges in back, it’s pretty much their only weak spot.” As the voice finished his tip, the chest snapped back open and Kheeta fell over, her bloody hand cradled against her chest. Tears streamed down her face as she looked at her mauled hand. I don’t think it’ll ever work again! She panicked as a few salty tears fell on to the torn flesh and fur. 
 
    “Here let me wrap that for you,” Kheeta looked up from the bloody dirt and saw a man roughly five feet tall standing before her, his hand extended. She took it and he helped her to her feet before immediately grabbing her injured hand and turning it over. “This is going to sting a little.” 
 
    “What is—” Kheeta’s question was lost in her howl as he poured a clear liquid over her hand. 
 
    “That will help clean and heal the wound… Gremlins can be nasty little creatures.” He explained as he began wrapping a white cloth, that he had pulled from his satchel, around her hand. 
 
    “Is that what those things were? They were so creepy!” Kheeta replied wincing as he tied the cloth tight, small traces of red beginning to seep through already. 
 
    “Yeah, unfortunately we have quite the infestation of the little cretins, though using a Mimic as a trap is quite new.” She shot the man a disapproving look, is he really going to admire them right now?. 
 
    “You could try to not sound so impressed, they almost ripped my arm off.” She pointed out with frustration as the pain made her wince once again. 
 
    “Oh, it was your hand, not your arm; and for creatures as simple minded as Gremlins to conceive a plan that advanced is impressive.” The man answered sounding offended that Kheeta had taken offense. 
 
    “Well regardless, thank you for saving me, my name’s Kheeta.” She responded slowly, rubbing her sore hand and silently praying that the pain would leave her soon. 
 
    “Kheeta, that’s a unique name… mine’s Calisto.” The man replied extending his hand in greeting, causing Kheeta to take note of his appearance. His skin wasn’t dark, but kissed by the sun. He had curly brown hair that hung to his eyes and two curved horns that protruded a few inches above his brow. His face held soft features, and a scraggly goatee; but the most curious thing about him were his legs. Whereas, from the waist up he appeared to be a human male, like in the books that Kheeta loved to read, from the waist down he had the visage of a goat. Thick brown fur covered legs that ended in cloven hooves. He seemed to take notice of her curiosity, because a sly smile split his face. “What, never seen a Satyr before?” Kheeta chuckled awkwardly, her tail swishing back and forth quickly with anxiety. “Here,” the man said as he tossed her a small necklace with a red gem stone. “Mimic’s usually have some loot inside of them, you can have that one… considering.” 
 
    As she opened her mouth to say thank you, it was her stomach that spoke causing her cheeks to warm intensely as clear her throat. “I know that you just saved me, and I have no right to ask anything more but… you wouldn’t happen to have any food, do you?” Kheeta’s nerves were beyond frayed as she looked at the strange man. 
 
    “Well, aren’t you quite needy?” He said playfully “I’m only joking,” he added after her expression turned to full on panic. “I live in Tohmar, a small village not far from here, come with me and my wife can make you some food.” 
 
    “Thank you, Calisto, you’re really too kind.” Kheeta thanked as she began following the Satyr down the hill towards a village in the distance… 
 
    “So no Kitsune has ever left? In 200 years?” Calisto asked incredulously. 
 
    “No, I’m the first and even then, I ran away.” Kheeta answered as they reached the entrance to town. 
 
    “Well if that’s the case, you better brace yourself because Tohmar is a Centaur and Satyr community… and we are a sociable race, so by tomorrow you’ll have ten new friends.” Calisto warned her with a sly smile. 
 
    “Oh yay… people.” Kheeta said her tone trailing off and her tails swishing anxiously, bringing another chuckle from her goat friend. 
 
    As the large wooden doors to the village opened the pair was greeted with a raucous roar of activity. After years with the quiet and studious Kitsune, the sudden deafening noise nearly made Kheeta jump out of her fur, causing it to stand on end and fluff. Calisto turned so he could see the awe on his new companions’ face, and instead broke into even harder laughter than before. Her ears flattened in embarrassment as she tried to smooth down her fur, in vain, before she was presented with a hairbrush from Calisto’s satchel. “Wow girl, you’ve gotta work on those nerves.” 
 
    “Shut up,” Kheeta responded embarrassed by her over-reaction. “I’m not used to all this commotion and all these people…” Her eyes were darting back and forth down each street in turn. Everywhere she looked the cobblestone roads had Centaur and Satyr-folk lining it; selling wares and traveling around, all talking and yelling to be heard over one another. 
 
    “Oh sweetie, this isn’t anything compared to Dravenmoore…” Kheeta stopped to stare at Calisto as he continued walking, her mouth dropped agape, “it’s easily twice this size.” 
 
    “In one city? That’s crazy! No one could live like that... All those people crammed together...” Kheeta was starting to spin out of control as anxiety reached its cold incorporeal hand for her heart. 
 
    “Well, for right now let’s just focus on getting you back to my place for a little lunch.” Calisto said trying to calm the fox-girl down, as he led her down a street towards the residential district. 
 
    Kheeta decided to focus on something besides the amount of people around her to try and calm down and collect herself. She looked around and took note of the architecture; it was mostly log buildings, with cobblestone roads and red tile thatching on the rooftops. On top of which, strange creatures that appeared to be small balls of bright and colorful fur, with no discernable features aside from two saucer-like eyes sat in long, crowded rows. “Calisto what are those?” Kheeta asked gesturing to vibrant fluff-balls that had begun to float off of the rooftops and into the air. 
 
    “Oh, those are Paloofs.” Calisto replied, as if that alone was enough information. 
 
    “And a Paloof is?” 
 
    “Well they can be many different colors, they eat pollution and release clean oxygen; so they’re pretty common in big cities.” Calisto turned to see the sideways glances his guest was giving the creatures. “They’re practically harmless, they don’t have mouths or claws and kids play with them all the time, they’re actually really kinda frizzy.”  
 
    “So I’m assuming they’re all over Dravenmoore then?” She asked only to get a snort and head nod in reply. Everything is so much different from The Den… You can do this Kheeta, Celia believes in you, she thought to herself as they came to an abrupt halt. 
 
    “We’re here,” Calisto announced as he gestured to a small log cabin behind him. There was an apple tree out front, large red orbs hanging from its branches, as well as two swing sets revealing the presence of children. 
 
    “Dad! Tell Tianara she needs to stop saying that she’s better than us!” A small voice called out from the cabin. 
 
    “Yeah!” Another voice joined in as the front door to the cabin burst open with a loud bang; and two five-year-old satyrs began running full speed to their father. 
 
    “Whoa guys what’s going on?” Calisto said with a chuckle, tussling one of the boy’s hair and hugging the other as they reached him, nearly out of breath. 
 
    “Tianara keeps saying that she’s better than us…” The taller boy explained frustration dripping from his voice, obviously this was something he had to listen to a lot. 
 
    “Well it’s true… I am better, in fact I’m the best in the whole town! I have four legs and horns so that makes me the best…” A blonde-haired centaur girl, no more than nine years old, chimed in as she exited the front door as well. True to her word, the girl was a white horse from the waist down and a human female from the waist up, save two twisted goat horns protruding from her forehead. 
 
    “Now Tianara, you need to be nicer to your brothers. Stop telling them that you’re better than they are… no one is better than anyone else.” Calisto scolded in a dad-like baritone voice before continuing, “Go tell your mother that we will be having a guest over for lunch.” The girl scoffed as he finished and flipped her hair over her shoulder with a huff of attitude, turning to relay her father’s message reluctantly. “Well, those were my children, Tianara, Grett, and Zohk,” He said to Kheeta gesturing to the kids in turn. “I know that they can seem like a little much sometimes, but in reality they’re pretty good kids.” He smiled embarrassedly and then continued, “if you’ll follow me I’ll introduce you to my wife and some home-cooked food.”  
 
    “Oh food sounds absolutely perfect right now,” Kheeta replied her mouth beginning to salivate at the mere thought. With that said, they entered the homely log cabin, revealing the inside to be even more comfortable and warm than Kheeta had imagined. 
 
    “Dear? The children tell me that we’ll be having compa…” The woman speaking trailed off as Kheeta rounded the corner and they made eye contact. The woman had long blonde hair like her daughter Tianara, and she like her daughter, was a white centaur. Her long-pointed ears poked out from the silky-smooth hair that framed her now confused face. At first Kheeta was taken back by the woman’s perplexed expression, and then it dawned on her… Most people have never seen a fox-girl in real life because the stupid Kitsunes have been hiding in The Den for two-hundred years! 
 
    “Hi, I’m Kheeta,” she introduced awkwardly, approaching the woman with her hand outstretched. “Calisto saved me from a Mimic and said that you’re the one whose gonna save me from starvation?” She joked, trying to alleviate the awkward tension that seemed to be crushing her; to her relief the Centaur woman laughed. “He said your cooking is the best,” Kheeta quickly added shooting a glance over to the Satyr. 
 
      
 
    “He’s a good man,” the woman replied turning to smile at her husband, “and I’m a lucky woman… The name’s Merigohl, and I’d be happy to make you a plate, just take a seat anywhere at the table.” 
 
    Kheeta did as she was instructed and pulled out one of the oak-backed chairs and sat down, a plate of food timing itself in synchronization. “Thank you so much.” Kheeta said as she looked at the roasted rabbit, a fresh baked roll, and green veggies on her plate hungrily. 
 
    “Your welcome,” Calisto replied sitting down with his food next to her, as Merigohl placed hot cups of tea next to each of them. “You know Kheeta, you still haven’t told me why you want to get to Dravenmoore, I doubt you have family in town or anything,” he smirked. 
 
    “Well, I want to attend Dauntless Dungeon and become the best Quester I can.” She answered her eyes shining with determination and excitement. 
 
    “I have an idea then,” Calisto interjected a smile splitting his face as the gears in his head began to turn. “I’ll make you a deal… it’s an eight-day journey to Dravenmoore by foot, and that’s only if you stay on the road path, plus enrollment will be over by then. Luckily for you, its only three days by cart, and tomorrow our family will be making that same journey to deliver some fresh medicine to the Dravenmoore apothecary… you could accompany us if you’d like.” 
 
    “That would be amazing!” Kheeta said excitement overflowing now and her tail quickly swishing every which way, almost knocking the milk pitcher off the table. 
 
    “Of course, you’d have to do something for us in exchange for the ride…” He added as he placed a fork full of potatoes and corn into his mouth. “Think of it like your first quest… just not official.” Calisto said as he finished the last of his rabbit. “I need to go into Glittermoore Cave to get the Barachus berries and Taudastl Caps needed for a tonic, but the problem is that the cave is rather over run with vermin and I could use some help clearing them out.”  
 
    “So, the quest is to go with you and retrieve your supplies and then as a reward you’ll take five days off my travel time and get me there in time?” Kheeta summarized to herself, awkwardly, out loud. “Well, unless I sprout wings, there’s not much chance of me making it in time, so…”She joked, “looks like you have yourself an unofficial Junior Quester!” She proclaimed raising her chin high in pride. “I only have one question…” 
 
    “What’s that?” Merigohl replied as she joined the adults at the table, a warm cup of tea in her hands; as the children rolled around in the other room fighting. 
 
    “Is there any more of that food?” Kheeta asked trying to peer over the counter at the pans only to discover, to her dismay, that it was gone, bringing a pout from her as her ears drooped and everyone began to chuckle at their odd guest. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 3 Quests and Caves 
 
    
       
 
   
 
    Kheeta awoke bright and early, as excitement drove her from her warm bed on Tianara’s floor, and into the kitchen where she found Calisto and Merigohl quietly talking. “Oh, hello there Kheeta,” the Satyr greeted warmly, a large smile spreading across his face. “I was going to let you sleep until the cart was loaded, if you’d like to get a little extra sleep, feel free.” His fatherly nature brought a smile to her face as well, I don’t think I’ve ever heard a parent in The Den offer to let their kid sleep in, she thought with wonder.   
 
    “Thank you for the offer,” she responded, clasping her hands behind her and giving a small bow. “But as your Quester, it is my job to assist you… I should definitely help with the cart.” She tried to make her tone sound as serious and professional as she could, causing both of her hosts to raise an amused eyebrow. She walked over to the small hill of supplies near the door and grabbed up an armful. “Besides, I used to help my mom at our store, I’m a master at loading stuff up.”  
 
    Calisto stopped her as she went to slide a box onto the cart getting a puzzled look in return. “You ever seen a spatial cart?” He asked receiving only more confused expressions in reply. He chuckled softly, “I’ll take that as a no. I have a friend at DD, that’s short-hand for Dauntless Dungeon, he gave me this one. Normally a family like mine could never afford something this extravagant but he was extremely appreciative when I gave him medicine for his wife, saved her from the plague, who knew that newt tail and Mimic drool could have such restorative properties!”  
 
    He had left on a tangent, mumbling to himself and Kheeta still hadn’t quite grasped what he meant by ‘spatial cart’, it looks like any other cart to me, she thought to herself dryly. 
 
    Seeing her expression, he snapped back on topic, “basically it’s a cart…” he said pulling a lever near the seat “but it’s bigger on the inside.” The metal that lined the cart began to glow and hum before a sudden and loud pop filled the yard. Where the cart had been only moments before, a large covered wagon now stood.  
 
    Peering inside revealed an alchemist set along one wall, and three hammocks that swung overhead. Those are probably for the kids, and he can even work on the road with that equipment, this is so cool! Kheeta thought to herself excitedly.   
 
    “The best part is it’s the same weight as the cart, because of the enchantment, anything inside is rendered weightless.” Calisto beamed ear to ear with pride as he looked upon his traveling abode.  
 
    “That means I get to help pull it,” a small voice chimed in. They turned to see Tianara trotting out of the house followed closely by her mother. 
 
    “Yes, yes, I have both of our harnesses right here,” Merigohl chuckled softly stooping to help the small girl. “Remember though, if you start getting tired you tell us, I don’t want you nearly getting drug behind like last time.” The small horse-girl blushed and Merigohl turned her attention to Kheeta. “Kheeta sweetie, go ahead and climb inside, the boys are just grabbing some toys, and then they’ll join you.”  
 
     Kheeta’s eyes grew wide the realization that her hostess would be pulling them, and flustered butterflies raced from her stomach to her chest as she began to fidget. “Uhm…. maybe, since I’m your quester, I should walk near you. You know, in case there’s danger.” Her tail swished back and forth, and her ears twitched ever so slightly, giving away her embarrassment. 
 
    “You wanted to get there fast though,” Merigohl replied with a frown. “You aren’t used to going long distances, Tianara and I not only are, we’re literally built for it.” 
 
    “Come on Mom lets go!” Tianara whined pulling on her mother’s hand. 
 
    “Alright, if you’re sure that it’s okay…” Kheeta surrendered crawling into the cart, the butterflies simply intensifying. Before she could comment on the interior two brown blurs came tumbling through the door. Kheeta let out an alarmed yip and her fur stood on end in surprise as she realized what the blur was. Zohk and Grett were fighting over a small doll of a knight in golden armor. 
 
    “Give him here!” Zohk the smaller one commanded, his twin pulling as hard as he could on the knight’s legs. 
 
    “No! I had it first Zohk!” Grett hollered back butting his small budding horns against his brothers. 
 
    Should I stop this or…? Kheeta thought to herself awkwardly as the two brothers continued their scuffle mere feet in front of her. “Boys! Stop fighting over that darn doll or I swear we’re leaving all the toys here!” Calisto yelled loudly, his voice seeming deeper and more authoritative than it had before. To her surprise both the faun boys immediately stopped their fighting and went to sit on opposite sides of the cart, Grett clutching his toy triumphantly, and a sour pout staining Zohk’s face. After a few awkward moments the door to the cart swung back open and Calisto came through clutching a bag in his hand. “What’s that?” Kheeta asked gesturing to the cloth sack. 
 
    “This is for the road, we have a few hours before we reach Glittermoore cave and I thought we might like a few snacks.” At the mention of snacks both the boys perked right up and came running over to their father, who promptly opened the bag and handed them each a cookie in turn. Kheeta smiled, they’re so different from Kitsunes but they also seem happier. “So Kheeta, somethings been on my mind,” Calisto said handing her a large chocolate cookie as well. 
 
    “What’s that?” She took a bite of the pastry and her taste buds exploded with flavor, Merigohl cooked with spices that she had never heard of in The Den. 
 
    “If Kitsunes haven’t left the Den in two-hundred years then how do you even know about Questers?” Calisto inquired taking his own cookie out and setting the bag down, as the cart jolted into motion. 
 
    “Well,” Kheeta began her thoughts drifting to Celia’s songs and tales of being a Quester. I’ve always kept Celia a secret… “We had a library in town that had loads of books about famous Questers.” She half-lied hoping that would be enough to satiate his curiosity. He looked at her for a second causing unwarranted panic to rise in her stomach, why are you even freaking out, it’s just Calisto? She thought angrily to herself before failing to stop her mouth from blurting what she had dubbed verbal vomit. “Like for instance my favorite book at the library was The Crypt Caper, it was about a Geonor who would go to decrepit temples and tombs to find cursed artifacts. There’s also the Tales of Celia, and her crew of musical pirate Questers, and then there’s of course Sir Rodrick, who single handedly defeated the dracolitch and saved Princess Merelda.” She leaned into the story books that Celia had gifted her for fuel for her library ruse, her stomach still a flutter. 
 
    “The way you talk about questers is inspiring,” Calisto finally responded with a smile, his tone hinting at sadness. 
 
    “It’s all I’ve ever wanted to be,” Kheeta replied looking at nothing and eating her cookie, glad he seemed to have taken her nervous over-talking as eagerness. 
 
    “Well I don’t know how to say this so… I’ll just come out with it.” She looked at her goat-friend in front of her with a look of concern now. “I’m sure you’re aware that being a Quester isn’t all just fame and glory, and that it’s dangerous… but in recent years the number of Quester’s has been decimated. 
 
    “What do you mean?” Kheeta asked her tail beginning to slump down beside her. 
 
    “Well a few years back there were a couple of wars, and then the monsters started breeding in alarming numbers. A lot of the Questers who survived quit after losing nearly everything, in some cases entire Guilds were wiped out.” Kheeta couldn’t believe what she was hearing, she simply stared in shock as he continued. “Exploration, protection, and adventure… those were the codes that the old Questers use to live by, but after their numbers were cut there came too many Quests and not enough Questers.” The cart hit a rock and they all were jumped a few inches off their seats. “I guess what I’m trying to say is that the Questers in your books don’t exist anymore, and those that still do are few and far between.” 
 
    “That’s terrible!” Kheeta exclaimed her eyes wide with shock, and a knot settling in her chest. Disappointment threatened to send her spiraling after having her whole world view shattered in mere moments. 
 
    “Yes, it is. That’s why I must venture into Glittermoore Cave twice a month by myself,” Calisto said bringing Kheeta back from her thoughts, “we can’t afford to hire a regular quester. So I get to risk my neck to keep everyone, including Questers, healthy” He scoffed at the end, but his face betrayed a pang of guilt. 
 
    He opened his mouth to say more but was interrupted as she suddenly perked up and looked at him, her eyes sparkling with tears and determination. “I know what I have to do then, I’m going to go to Dauntless Dungeon and become one of the true Questers, who helps where its needed not where its profitable.” 
 
    “Well there’s a fire,” Calisto chuckled, “you can do it Kheeta, I’m sure of it.”  
 
    As they finished the rest of the snack bag Calisto had brought, the cart began slowing to a halt, “well it looks like we’re here!” The satyr proclaimed as he swung open the cart door allowing the two smaller goat-kids to come barreling outside, startling a cluster of Paloofs, and chasing one another. 
 
    “I’m going to get you!” Zohk yelled stretching his hand out and barely missing Grett. 
 
    “Not if you can’t catch me!” Grett taunted as he spun around and doubled back behind a rock. 
 
    “Hey guys, I want to play too!” Tianara called out quickly slipping from her harness, giving chase after her two rambunctious brothers, causing both of her parents to giggle. 
 
    “So, where’s the cave?” Kheeta asked looking around for any sign of an entrance and not finding one. 
 
    “It’s about a mile up the path,” Merigohl answered gesturing to the leftmost path. “We make camp here, that way if anything happens the children aren’t in harms way.” She explained, relieving Kheeta of her confused expression. 
 
    “Well Kheeta, you ready to head out then?” Calisto asked standing up on the tips of his hooves to give his wife a goodbye kiss. 
 
    Kheeta chuckled at the odd sight, “yeah, lead the way.” The two set out down the path leaving the happy family behind them, as nerves began to creep up on the poor fox-girl. What kind of dangers are in this cave? What if it collapses? Cave ins are common and terrifying… Kheeta what are you thinking? The thoughts attacked her like a million stinging bees, but she forced herself to smile and continue to push on. After what seemed like too long they finally reached the mouth of the cave. Etched into the rocky mountainside was a circular hole, roughly twenty feet high and an unnatural darkness seemed to blanket the entrance. “That’s Glittermoore Cave? I’m usually pretty good with the dark but even I’m having a hard time. How are we going to see?” Kheeta asked, swallowing the lump that had formed in her throat. 
 
    “Yep, it’s really dark for about the first hundred feet but then you get to the Glittermoore rocks and it’s not so bad.” Calisto responded as he slung his crossbow off of his shoulders and flipped a switch on the side. There was a soft click and the bottom of the weapon began to let off a soft glow. “This is Ezra, she’s my own invention,” he explained seeing her confused expression. “It has a lantern built into the bottom, and this is the coolest part…” The Satyr grabbed the bow-ends and collapsed them before rotating the barrel of the weapon upside down. With the flick of another switch the lid of the lantern flipped open and as Calisto squeezed the trigger a small jet of flame shot out “I never leave home without my mistress… are you coming?” He shot her a sly grin and flipped Ezra over again, turning her back into her original form. 
 
    “Yeah, on my way!” She hollered back, forcing her legs to move closer to the dark chasm. Here goes nothing Kheeta, your first quest! The cave air was damp and musty causing her to crinkle her snout as she followed close behind Calisto, trying her hardest not to leave Ezra’s light. “So what kind of things live in here?” The walls around her were slimy, the floor slick, and the ceiling seemed to be getting shorter as they progressed. 
 
    “All sorts of things really,” Calisto responded, as if that would make her feel better. After a moment he expanded, “large spiders, giant rats, and I’ve cleared out the occasional rust monster, but the biggest nuisance of Glittermoore Cave would have to be the Glittercaps.”  
 
    “Glittercaps?” Kheeta repeated with a confused tone, “I’ve read about Redcaps, and we had to deal with them in The Den every once in a while,  but I’m not familiar with Glittercaps.” 
 
    “Well” Calisto began as he stepped over a large mound of rumble, “the legend goes that a colony of Redcaps lived in Glittermoore Cave until its original entrance collapsed, and they were trapped inside. Most creatures simply would have died after a while, but not the Glittercaps, ever resilient they adapted to survive, using dark magic to warp their bodies into twisted versions of their former selves.” Kheeta listened intently, goosebumps covering the skin under her risen fur. Ahead of them was a soft glow, illuminating the darkness that blanketed the space beyond their small pool  light, their every footstep echoing deep into the void before them. “They turned to cannibalism and the Glittermoore rocks for sustenance,” Calisto continued using Ezra’s fiery breath to clear a thick spider web from their path. Oh, my gods that spider must be the size of a horse! Kheeta thought to herself as she covered her yip of anxiety. “For two years the entrance to this cave was blocked off, until one day a miner broke through and they once again had a way to travel in and out of their cave.” 
 
    “Did he die, I bet he died. Wait so why have they stayed if they can just walk out the entrance?” Kheeta asked her goat-guide as they ventured deeper into the cave almost to the source of the soft glow, their path slanting down and the air growing colder now. 
 
    “Yea he did, I doubt he was expecting a small ravenous army to come pouring out. And as far as them leaving, to put it simply, they don’t want to.” Calisto answered crouching under a large boulder and momentarily disappearing, the light from Ezra going with him and leaving Kheeta paralyzed, alone in the dark. “Come on, once you’re on this side we can put out the light.” He insisted, his hand appearing from under the rock. 
 
    Okay Kheeta you can do this, it’ll be okay plus the other side isn’t dark… Kheeta tried to convince herself as she took the satyr’s hand and vanished beneath the rock as well. Calisto was right, as she passed through to the other side she could see a blue-green glow reflected off the walls surface. After a quick scan of the corridor they were in she found the source, a funny glowing plant. “Calisto, what kind of plant is this?” 
 
    “That’s Alistair,” he replied kneeling down next to the plant with his arms on his furry legs. “It usually only grows about a foot tall, and it’s not really good for anything, except the natural bioluminescence that it gives off.” True to the description the plant stood roughly one foot tall, its blue leaves shaped like small spades, with a yellow flower adorning the top, the whole plant emanated with a soft hue. “Unfortunately, that glow doesn’t survive past it being uprooted,” he said as Kheeta plucked a leaf and the vibrant glow died out. 
 
    “You really know a lot about plants,” Kheeta said as they both stood back up and looked down the dimly lit path ahead, Alistair growing sporadically along the way. 
 
    “Well as an alchemist it’s kind of expected,” Calisto laughed making another winding left turn. “Plus, the Gremlins and Glittercaps are famous for making poisons and traps so there’s general lack of antidote to go around.” 
 
    “Oh, trust me I know all about Gremlin traps,” Kheeta chuckled half-heartedly rubbing her hand, that had almost completely healed. 
 
    “Well their traps are a little bit different than the Glittercaps.” Calisto warned as he put his hand up, signaling her to stop. Kheeta, still looking at her hand, didn’t notice Calisto’s command and continued walking forward until she felt pressure against her ankle… 
 
    Before she could pull her foot back the wire that had been carefully strung across the corridor snapped and almost simultaneously a loud puff echoed through the cave. “What was that?” Kheeta exclaimed looking around with wide eyes and ears twitching. 
 
    “That was…” Calisto tried to answer as he clutched a dart in his hand and his eyes rolled into the back of his head. His legs buckled, and he collapsed to the ground, completely unconscious. Kheeta froze, panic prickling at her mind and fear replacing the blood surging through her veins, unsure of what to do. 
 
    How can you be a quester if you keep freezing up? Get it together! You’re the one that set off the trap like an amateur, so now you need to do something to fix it! Anxiety riddled thoughts bombarded her mind causing it to throb and tears to start to form in her eyes. Now you’re going to cry? You were stupid to think you could ever do anything but run a stall. Her thoughts tortured her until loud scuttling sounded down the path to the right. “Hello? Whose there?” She managed to choke out, trying in vain to see down the dark path. “I’m warning you, I’m armed.” Kheeta pulled her scimitar out of its sheath and held it shaking before her, trying to position herself between Calisto and the sound. 
 
    White hot pain shot through the back of her head, sending her thoughts spinning and her ears ringing. Before she knew what was happening Kheeta had fallen to the ground still dazed and confused. Her vision was warbled and distorted everything seeming to trail after itself and it sounded as if she was underwater. Kheeta tried to move and found that her muscles didn’t want to respond, only slightly twitching at her commands. What happened? What did they do to me? She managed to position herself so that she could glimpse Calisto if she strained her already warped vision. 
 
    Movement over Calisto’s shoulder drew her attention and she tried earnestly to get a better look. “Nice job, goat meat’s the best!” A voice exclaimed as a small creature climbed over the top of Calisto. “Leave the fox, too much fur.” The creature commanded as hands outside of her vision began to pull Calisto down the path. Almost as quickly as they came, they were gone, leaving Kheeta alone and slowly regaining her senses… 
 
    As Kheeta’s eyes slowly fluttered into focus she felt the knot on the back of her head, not-so-silently cursing her situation. “Damn it! Good job Kheeta set off every damn trap in the place, get Calisto caught, you forsaken idiot!” Well stop feeling sorry for yourself and go rescue him… be a quester. Her internal voice told her as she angrily kicked a bunch of Alistair, all of them losing their glow as soon as they left the ground. Deciding that she was both right and indeed idiot she picked back up her scimitar and headed down the path they had drug Calisto. 
 
    The hallway was short and she could see a bright light coming from what she guessed was the end. The way it flickered on the walls and the aroma that had filled the cave let her know it was a fire. Oh no! How long was I out? Please no… Kheeta panicked, every bad scenario playing on loop in her mind as she forced herself closer to the light. 
 
    The path,  led to a dead end that concluded in a large cavern; where several, of what Kheeta presumed to be Glittercaps, danced around a makeshift camp. Standing only six to eight inches tall, they had two large eyes on the top corners of their flat and triangular heads. Large mandibles took up the entire bottom corner, forming a mouth similar to that of many insectoids Kheeta had seen. They had pale leathery skin everywhere except for their oddly shaped heads; the back of which were long and sagged down, resembling an over-sized winter cap. This ‘cap’ was a pale red with the same blue-green speckles of the Glittermoore rocks, as opposed to the blood red of the Redcaps she was used to. Finally she noticed their tails, they were long thin whip-like appendages with a large circular club at the end. That must be what hit me in the head, she reasoned as a shudder ran down her spine and two Glittercaps began to crawl up the wall of the cave, clinging to it like overgrown spiders. I thought Redcaps were unsettling, but these things are just awful… 
 
    She scanned the area, careful to stay out of sight, until her gaze finally found what it was searching for; tied to a pole, ready to be hoisted above the fire to roasted like a pig, was Calisto. He had regained consciousness and was struggling violently against the restraints, taking five of the small Glittercaps to subdue him, even bound. 
 
    “Just slit his throat, he’ll only kick a few more times after that.” The tallest one, who appeared to be in charge, commanded in a shrill voice while leisurely drinking from a large goblet. 
 
    “No! Stop!” Kheeta screamed before she realized what she was doing; and sprinted out into the open with her hands in front of her. A blinding flash of light burst from her hand and scalded the eyes of the cave-dwelling Glittercaps, even Calisto had tears welling up from its intensity. 
 
    “Ah, too bright!” 
 
    “Make it stop!” 
 
    “Retreat! Run away!” The Glittercaps screamed as they scattered in every direction, trying to get back to the darkness of the other corridors. 
 
    “What was that?” Calisto asked as Kheeta ran over and began to cut his bonds with her scimitar. 
 
    “Honestly, I have no idea.” She answered truthfully looking at her hands in disbelief. 
 
    “Kheeta? Don’t you usually have just one tail?” Calisto asked, pointing at her with a quizzical and almost scared expression. 
 
    “What? I’ve always had just one tail, all Kitsunes only have…” suddenly something large and soft hit her in the face from over her left shoulder. “What in Rhespira?” She exclaimed, pulling the silky mass away from her face and staring on in astonishment, holding a brand-new tail.  How did that happen? Two tails? Since when do Kitsunes get two tails? And that blinding flash… what’s going on? The questions railed back and forth through her head as she stared at her new appendage. 
 
    “Well I’d love to discuss this some more… but we should probably leave before they get back.” Calisto suggested going through the belongings left by the fire. “The good news is that the Glittercaps did all of the harvesting for us, will ya look at that!” He tilted the open bag so that she could see inside, and it was indeed full of royal blue berries and a glowing pink mushrooms with white spots. 
 
    “Now all we have to do is make it back to our camp.” Kheeta said with a sigh, thinking about the long trek ahead of them. 
 
    “Don’t worry the way back is never as long or hard as the trip there,” Calisto assured her as he optimistically set back off the way they came… 
 
    By the time they reached the campsite the twin suns had set and the three large moons lit the sky; the kids were sleeping and Merigohl had dinner hot and ready for them.  
 
    We made it… I knew I could do it, I’m going to prove to Mother and the rest of them that I was born for this!  With that sentiment taken to heart, she went to bed happier than she had been in her whole life, leaving difficult thoughts like her new tail for tomorrow Kheeta to worry about. 
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    The next four days went by like a sweet dream, pleasant and much too fast. Neither of them could explain how Kheeta was able to cast magic back in the cave, nor where her second tail came from. Calisto told her that some people have dormant magic, but it was usually not too strong; maybe enough to dimly light a room or heal minor injuries, not strong enough to nearly blind a cave full of people or manifest a second tail, which still hadn’t gone away. Unable to find a suitable answer, she decided to spend most of the time traveling talking with Calisto about various herbs and plants that he needed for his business, what it really means to be a Quester, general history, and the various races of Rhespira. 
 
    After their long discussions; when Merigohl hollered that they were nearing the city, Kheeta was sure she was ready for anything. Peering out the cart windows however, proved just how wrong that preconceived notion was. 
 
    Dravenmoore was the capital of Rhespira, so one would expect it to be grand and magnificent, but nothing could have prepared Kheeta for the sprawling metropolis before her. The City of Gears…  She wondered silently to herself, too awestruck to say actual words. I think the entire Den could fit in one section of this city! Kheeta’s thoughts to herself continued as they reached a large imposing gate made out of solid brass, with a large gear in the center.  
 
    “State your name and business,” a gruff Geonor, standing roughly four-in-a-half feet tall and wearing silver and green guard’s armor, barked at them as they approached. 
 
    “Merigohl Bresslee, and my husband Calisto, we’re here to set up shop for the week like usual Vargus.” The centaur woman replied giving the short, rocky, man a kind smile. 
 
    “Very well,” he replied. “Open the gate!” As he finished yelling his command a loud clanging rang out through the air. Kheeta watched in amazement as various gears and pulleys, bigger than most houses, turned and pulled causing the massive brass doors to slowly swing open with a loud creak. A cluster of Paloofs, much larger than those in Tohmar and of every color she had ever seen went floating into the air, spooked by the sudden sound. 
 
    “Amazing…” she muttered under her breath still watching from her cart window, totally transfixed by the ingenuity before her. 
 
    “Oh, you haven’t seen anything yet,” Calisto teased playfully, a smile cracking his face. “In Dravenmoore almost every race in the alliance calls a sector home, so it’s a real melting pot.” His final comments fell on deaf ears as Kheeta’s mouth dropped agape. “Oh yeah, they also have a few floating buildings.” He added as an afterthought, as if it wasn’t the most impressive thing that she had ever seen. 
 
    Kheeta stared on in wonder as a building featuring a sign with two rolling dice floated in the air above them, several pink Paloofs resting on its rooftop. The structure rested on what appeared to be several large balloons, and in the back sat two propellers, powered by large crystals that were glowing a soft blue. The buildings in Dravenmoore were of a drastically different architecture to that of the Satyr’s and Centaur’s; whereas, the latter preferred simplistic wood designs, the former was iron and stone, brass and copper, with almost an unnecessary amount of gears.  
 
    “How are customers even supposed to get up there,” Kheeta pondered aloud. 
 
    “You see that thing anchoring it to the ground,” Calisto answered, “it has a switch, that when pressed, causes a platform to  drop down and then when pressed again, carries them back up. 
 
    “That’s genius,” Kheeta replied, watching as several people called a ride up and then continued to admire her surroundings. 
 
    The other buildings stretched as high as the trees in The Den and the noise was simply deafening. Everywhere she looked there were various races peddling their wares and yelling to be heard over one another. Kheeta tried desperately to take it all in and absorb it but suddenly the cart stopped, throwing her forward momentarily, before she regained her balance. 
 
    “What happened?” Kheeta urged her hand instinctively going to her sword, ready to fight. I will not freeze up like last time!  
 
    “We’re here, killer.” Calisto chuckled, placing a hand on her hilt to calm her; before opening the door allowing the boys to go running out, falling over each other as usual. 
 
    The first thing she noticed as she stepped out into the bright sunlight was the smell. Taunting her nose every which way were delicious scents, she could isolate a few: roast pig, apple pie, cider, potatoes, and finally her favorite… funnel cake. Her mouth salivated, and her stomach growled at the thought of getting a nice hot funnel cake, like the ones that she would get at festival back home. Not right now stomach, we need to focus. She scolded herself internally as she helped Calisto with the bags.  
 
    “So, we just set up shop right here in the market square,” the goat man said turning back to Kheeta. “It’s been an honor to meet you, and I truly believe that you’re special... If you stay true to your convictions, you can accomplish anything, I’m sure of it.” 
 
    “Oh, stop,” Kheeta replied her cheeks growing warm as her two tails flicked back and forth. 
 
    “I mean it, when you’re at Dauntless Dungeon you better not forget us.” He looked sad to see her go and Kheeta couldn’t quite understand it, I doubt my own parents were this upset when I ran away.  
 
    “Of course, she won’t forget us, she’s going to write to us every month. Huh Kheeta?” Tianara said galloping up to stand next to her father. 
 
    “Of course I’ll write to you all and I’ll keep your letters, so you better make me some good pictures.” Kheeta answered leaning forward and booping the girl on the nose softly with her finger. Merigohl gave her a warm hug goodbye as Tianara laughed and ran off to go play with her rambunctious brothers. 
 
    “Take this with you,” the Centaur woman said handing her a long green cloak with a deep hood. “Keep the hood up when you’re in town and try to keep your tails twisted together… it’ll keep away unwanted attention.” 
 
    “Thank you so much!” Kheeta replied with tears in her eyes as she threw her arms around Merigohl again. 
 
    “You know Kheeta, if you’re not ready to leave yet, I could use some help lugging all of these supplies to the apothecary shop.” Calisto suggested as he gestured to the three overflowing back packs at his feet. 
 
    “I’d love to,” She responded, putting on her new cloak and snagging two of the packs up swinging them over her furry shoulders. “Which way is it?” 
 
    Calisto laughed and motioned to their right and they set off down the cobblestone road, the bustle of the city drowning out Calisto’s family as they left them in the distance. “So Kheeta, now that we’re here, is there anything you’d like to do?” 
 
    Her stomach growled loudly, answering for her, and causing Kheeta to shoot Calisto an apologetic smile from under her hood. 
 
    “Well I’ve got some spending coin…” The Satyr began as he looked around at all of the food vendors lining the street. “What’s your favorite food Kheeta?” 
 
    “Funnel cake!” She exclaimed with a little more excitement than she had meant to. 
 
    “Okay,” he chuckled as he turned to stand in the line to their left. “We’ll grab some funnel cake for the walk. 
 
    “You really don’t have to…” She began, feeling guilty that he was spending his hard-earned coin on her. 
 
    “Nonsense, you’re the best Quester I’ve ever hired, and this is my way of saying thank you.” Calisto insisted as the line slowly moved forward. The customer in front of them was a large seven foot man, with shiny scales covering his whole body and a large tail that extended behind him; while his face resembled a large lizard. Calisto noticed her staring at the man and leaned in to her, “he’s a Garnorian,” he whispered. The man turned at hearing his race mentioned and shot them both a stern look. “Notoriously grumpy,” Calisto added as the man took his funnel cake and left. 
 
    He ordered them each a treat and they resumed their jaunt to the apothecary’s shop, The Poisoned Rat. The roads were long and seemed to never end in this city, with buildings that stretched as if trying to reach the twin suns. “I’ve never seen anything like this.” Kheeta mused, as they kept walking she noticed a large circular clock that floated above the city’s market square, still visible, even at their distance. 
 
    “Almost everything is Dravenmoore is powered by steam and arcane crystals.” Calisto explained as he pulled her attention away from the clock in the sky and back to the road on the ground. “Dravenmoore is a hotbed for magic, and Questers. There are over three-hundred different shops in this town, from merchants, to inns, and even Guild Halls.” 
 
    “Guild Hall?” Kheeta asked puzzled. 
 
    “It’s a building where Questers can go to accept jobs, and turn in completed Quests.” Calisto explained looking at the signs above them. “The Trouncing Pony, Gardemore’s Giant Emporium, I know its on this street.” He was muttering and more talking to himself than Kheeta now. 
 
    “We’re looking for The Poisoned Rat right?” Kheeta asked as she pointed to a red sign hanging in a storefront down the street. The image depicted on the sign was of a rat with skull and crossbones behind it. 
 
    “That’s the one! Good eye,” her Satyr friend complimented as they neared the main door. “Merleus has been a good friend of mine for years, and I’ve been supplying him since almost the day he opened up shop.” Calisto informed her as he opened the door, a small bell enchantment ringing through the room as they entered. 
 
    “Ah, welcome to the Poisoned Rat, how may I… Calisto old friend! How’s the family?” A voice called out followed by an intriguing creature that Kheeta had never seen before. 
 
    Merleus stood roughly six feet tall, his head was a unique shape, as the top resembled a large red mushroom with purple spots. His skin was almost parchment white, with thin roots and veins visible throughout, and thick moss grew on his mushroom top, handing down like hair. “Well they’re disappointed they weren’t able to come on delivery today; but I will make sure to bring them by sometime tonight.” Calisto assured the Fungee with a smile as he set the bag down on the counter. 
 
    “Is that my order?” Merleus asked picking it up and looking inside at the contents. 
 
    “It sure is, almost became Glittercap dinner trying to get it, I’ll tell you about it over our own dinner.” He added seeing a concerned look of curiosity cross the mushroom-man’s face. 
 
    “Bogdu! Come and file these herbs away please.” Merleus ordered to someone that Kheeta couldn’t see. After a few seconds a Froeggart hopped into view and grabbed the bags up in his webbed hands. He was significantly smaller than the Fungee, only four and a half feet tall, his hunched back causing him to hop as he moved forward, making him resemble a frog even more than he already did. Kheeta felt guilty but still had a hard time restraining herself from laughing. 
 
    “Is there anything else I can do for you Master… Merleus?” Bogdu asked his voice croaking as he said the last word, causing Kheeta to lose her self-control and laugh, earning herself glares from the man. 
 
    “No Bogdu that’s enough,” Merleus answered, going back to his conversation with Calisto. Kheeta looked around the store as the two men conversed, shelves were littered with different herbs, mushrooms, tonics, and bones. 
 
    She must have been looking longer than she thought because she was pulled away from a cabinet by Calisto clearing his throat by the door. “You ready to leave Kheeta?” 
 
    “Yeah, I’m coming,” the Kitsune answered turning to leave and barely catching a vase her new tail knocked off a nearby table. She quickly put it on a shelf and scurried to the front, hoping no one noticed, while wrapping her tails tightly around herself. They opened the door and bid their farewells, venturing back into Dravenmoore’s busy streets. 
 
    “So, I guess you’re off to enroll in Dauntless Dungeon right?” The Satyr said turning to hug the fox-girl tightly. He began to walk and motioned Kheeta to follow, “you see that large floating building?” He asked, pointing toward a cluster of three floating islands; the closest one hosting small homes like the ones that surrounded her now; and the middle one a large castle surrounded by lush trees. “The green arcane crystal at the peak of that tower powers the school, and signup end tomorrow morning at the base of the islands. Just keep your eyes on it and you should be there in no time.” He wrapped her up in his arms again, teary-eyed “Know that I’m rooting for you kid.” 
 
    “Thank you,” She responded as he let her go. “Goodbye Calisto and thank you for… well, everything.” Kheeta replied as she headed off in the direction he had pointed her, excitement and anxiety rising in her again. 
 
    Kheeta sighed, three alleyways, two dead ends and I’m no closer than when I left an hour ago, she looked around not sure where to go next. The floating islands and the school, with its green crystal spire, that were easily visible from the market circle, had vanished from the sky completely. Tall lanky buildings stretched into the air like ginormous iron and brass fingers. Various gears turned as smog shot into the sky, and a cluster of huge purple Paloofs swirled around through thick black jets of smoke, chirping happily as they ate.  
 
    Kheeta’s ears flattened at the loud noise of the cranking gears and whistling pipes, the excessive stimuli making the back of her head and neck prickle. She quickly ducked into an alleyway and covered her ears. The sounds of machinery, various languages, animals, and merchants calling their wares all flooded her senses at once. How do people handle all this noise? She thought to herself as she peered back out at the busy street. Dravenmoore is so much different than The Den… Kheeta marveled for the millionth time since leaving. While taking a moment to collect herself she tried to take note of all the different races she could see from her vantage point. 
 
    The Den consisted of Kitsune, various forest wild life, and the occasional Red Cap infestation, so seeing so many races was a culture shock. Satyrs, Centaurs, Norians, Phytes, other Animal-folk like me, Mimics, Glittercaps… there’s still so much l have to learn and so much I haven’t seen. Kheeta thought to herself as a strange creature wandered into her view. Oh, I remember seeing a few of these in Calisto’s village. Merigohl called them Keezor, and said their eggs make the best omelets. The knee-high animal had a reptilian shaped body and tail, with a thin layer of red and white feathers covering everywhere but it’s head; that instead, had a smooth circular dome surrounded by a ring of small knobby horns. The Keezor’s tiny arms had slightly longer feathers than the rest of its body and it walked on two strong legs that ended in sharp talons. “Hey there little guy,” she called softly, getting his attention. As the Keezor neared her it charged, ramming its hard dome into her shin. “Ow, you little butt, that hurt,” she rubbed her leg as he back up, only to head-butt the other shin. “What do you want,” she asked reaching down to rub his head, prompting the small animal to nuzzle into her, trilling happily. “ I think I’ll call you Bastion, since you seem to like bashing your head into things.”  
 
    Several loud thuds interrupted their conversation and peaked her foxlike curiosity. Standing she turned to walk back out into the street and stopped when she realized Bastion was following her. “No, you can’t come with me… you’ll get squished out there.” The Keezor trilled in protest as he rammed his hard head into the back of her legs. “You know what…” Kheeta felt around in her bag for a moment before she found the trail mix that Merigohl had made her. “Here buddy,” she placed a handful of the mixed nuts and berries on the ground and Bastion began pecking at it happily.  
 
    With her new friend distracted, Kheeta was able to investigate the thudding sounds. Turning back to alley entrance revealed soldiers in full plate armor, colored gold with a red trim, marching two by two down the street. King Draven’s banner flew proudly every tenth row; and Kheeta, counting seven flags, was impressed. The royal army seemed to have soldiers of almost every race in the treaty; from Selchii, Craydon, Berejorn, and Lycarions, to Phytes, Garnorians, Gargoyles, Humans, and Nors. Kheeta thought back on Calisto’s history lessons as the troops marched past, not giving her a second thought…  
 
    “Rhespira isn’t like The Den,” Calisto had explained over a cup of hot tea one morning. “We’re ruled by a King and Queen… King Draven and Queen Vyliska.” 
 
    “How long have they been in charge?” She had asked, eager to learn as much as she could about the outside world.  
 
    “Well originally we had a greedy King, who cared for nothing but money and power, and Rhespira suffered for it.” Calisto answered thinking back to the days of his youth. “When I was only a teen the Sehrmic decided that they had enough of the current Aristocracy and it was time for a change.”  
 
    “So, what did they do?” Kheeta asked sitting forward in her seat, completely engrossed in the tale.  
 
    “Well they used the economic struggles and current discontent to start gathering followers; and when that wasn’t enough, they turned to dark magic. They began raising skeletons, zombies, and ghouls; using them to assault the castle and slay the greedy King.” Calisto finished as he gently brushed the hair out of Grett’s sleeping eyes. 
 
    “The King and Queen practice dark magic?” Kheeta asked shocked and a little concerned. 
 
    “No,” Calisto chuckled, “naturally, people were nervous and skeptical about being ruled by dark practitioners. In fact, one man was so upset he decided to lead a second coup for the throne, that man was King Draven, the Garnorian. He led the resistance against the Sehrmic, ultimately killing their queen and marrying her daughter Vyliska to secure a peaceful treaty between the two races.” 
 
    A loud clang pulled Kheeta out of her memories and back into reality. Pulling up the rear of the guard were four massive constructs, they resembled humans, but were made of solid brass and stood almost twelve feet tall. Various gears turned in their joints allowing them to move, large seven foot swords hung at their hips, and their chests glowed a dull blue. I’ve read about Golems before, but never thought that I would get the chance to see one… let alone four! 
 
    She watched on as they clanged into the distance and that’s when she noticed that the street was becoming much darker than it had been moments earlier. Looking to the sky revealed the two suns descending to take their nightly nap, and signaling Kheeta to find someplace for the night. I wish I knew how to get back to Calisto… She thought to herself as her stomach growled once again, the funnel cake being the only thing she had eaten. Scanning the buildings on the street she saw one whose sign had a large crab hugging a flagon of ale. “There we go, an Inn!” She exclaimed loudly causing the people in the street to shoot her funny looks and her ears flattened with embarrassment as she pulled her hood closer. 
 
    As Kheeta reached the door to the establishment so did another patron, “Oh… I’m sorry, you go ahead,” she faltered as they both reached for the door handle at the same time. The stranger’s skin was a dark grey, like dirty cobblestone, and his fingers were pointed and sharp. As her eyes wandered over the rest of him they grew wide; large bat-like wings were folded against his back, and long pointed ears poked out of his black hair. He stood roughly six feet tall, with a long tail, and his teeth were yellow and jagged. He simply grunted deeply at the hooded Kitsune as he pushed his way into the inn, The Drunken Shell. 
 
    The interior of the inn was overwhelming but comforting at the same time, it was an odd feeling, and Kheeta didn’t mind it. Smells of apples, potatoes, and pig reached her nose causing her mouth to water and stomach to growl. Scanning the room, she quickly found herself a table in the corner, where she was hoping to go mainly unnoticed. 
 
    “What can I get for you today dear?” A peppy voice asked as Kheeta’s barmaid approached her. Her skin was a soft blue, and her hair was a bright green, almost taking on the appearance of seaweed.  She kind of looks like Celia, Kheeta thought to herself as she felt her cheeks heat up. As the woman got closer Kheeta noticed her webbed hands and small slits behind her jaw, which she assumed to be gills, I’m not sure what race she is... 
 
    “Oh… uhm… what do you recommend?” Kheeta managed, trying to keep her thoughts on simply ordering. 
 
    “Well, personally I would get the roast pig and the pumpkin ale, it’s simply to die for.” The waitress replied in almost a melodic tone that seemed to make Kheeta’s heart swoon. She went to respond but couldn’t find the words, only nodding in agreement as she watched the blue woman walk away, hips swaying side to side. 
 
    “It’s not fair really…” Chimed a small voice with a strange accent from beside her; causing her to jump, and yip, her fur standing on end. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to startle you.” The voice continued, “the name’s Pip Underforge, bard extraordinaire.” As he introduced himself, a three-foot squirrel-like man, called a Musmeer, with shoulder length dreadlocks stepped out from behind the pillar to her left. He had a large purple hat, a green tunic and blue cloak; and as he leaned against the wooden pillar he placed a long pipe in his mouth. It was all she could do not to laugh at the clashing wardrobe choice as the Musmeer continued. “That’s Clarissa, she’s a nymph.” Seeing her confused expression he expanded, ”they put off a pheromone that makes people infatuated with them…” He seemed lost in a memory for a moment, “which normally I wouldn’t complain…” He trailed off before coughing and continuing, “but using it to increase the likelihood of tips? Well that’s just… low.” 
 
    “Why do you take such offense to it?” Kheeta asked the curious man.  
 
    “Because, as an entertainer I feel tips should be earned through talent, not biology.” Pip responded taking out a small hand drum from under his royal blue cloak. “For instance,” Pip turned away from Kheeta so that he was next to her but facing the rest of the Inn. “Attention everyone! Attention!” The building didn’t quiet down at all, it was as if he was yelling into the wind. “Hey! All of you shut up!” This brought more reactions from people as they did indeed quiet down. He pulled the strap on his shoulder around revealing two large acorns, the size of cannon balls, hollowed out to form drums. “Who wants some music huh? Who wants to hear a tale?” Without waiting for a reply the Musmeer jumped up onto Kheeta’s table and began pounding away at his peculiar drums.  
 
    “Octilus, was a bad man 
 
    Who would do all that he can 
 
    To become a god 
 
    And join his bride 
 
    Far above the land.” 
 
    Kheeta wanted to melt and disappear into the shadows as the entire inn began clapping and hollering, staring directly at her table and the dancing Musmeer upon it.  
 
    “from a portal the monsters came through 
 
    And every Quester they slew 
 
    Evil had won, the fight was done 
 
    Oh, what were we going to do?” 
 
    Pip was pounding his drums and kicking his feet out in either direction, coins clattering to the table, and he was more hollering over the roar of the crowd than singing now. 
 
    “Many died fighting back beasts 
 
    And of the glory they got the least 
 
    They imprisoned Octilus between space and time 
 
    No better deed can you find!” 
 
    As the bard finished the crowd went wild with applause causing Pip to grin ear to ear and bow so deep, he almost fell off the table. “Thank you, thank you.” He turned to Kheeta and tossed her four gold coins, “for being such a good sport, plus got to pay the Nymph tax somehow.” He gave her a wink and motioned to the waitress before disappearing into the crowd; leaving Kheeta speechless as the woman came back with her food and drink.  
 
    After finishing her meal, she tipped the staff and spoke with the large Craydon barkeep about renting a room for the night. After paying him the rest of her gold,; she headed upstairs to the single bed, lightly furnished room for some needed sleep… Tomorrow is enrollment for Dauntless Dungeon and I have to be ready. She thought to herself as she drifted into a peaceful slumber. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 5 Floating Islands 
 
    
       
 
   
 
    Kheeta awoke to the sound of Paloofs chirping their good mornings, and she sat up to stretch, her second tail flopping itself over her head. “I really need to learn to control you better,” she said aloud, grabbing her brush off the side table; and brushing her fur only to be hit in the face again. “Okay, Okay, I get it we’re going, no more wasting time, I hear you… mischievous tail” she sighed as she began to gather her things.  
 
    The brisk air settled on her fur as she stepped outside  and pulled up the hood of her cloak. She reached into her pouch and pulled out a handful of trail mix she used to distract Bastion. I’m glad I was smart and saved these in case of an emergency, I just wish I still had some of that gold left over for a hot meal. She walked down the street as she happily munched on her makeshift breakfast, following the directions the bartender had given her. 
 
    The various roads twisted and turned, with long, lanky, buildings towering on either side. There was a constant sound in the air, a mix of buzzing and humming; the clank of metal chiming in every so often. A thin fog covered the street and Kheeta could see people already starting about their day. A Garnorian woman opened her fish stall, beside her was an Abyssnor selling weapons, and on her other side was a Treant peddling various potions and elixirs. Celia and Calisto weren’t kidding when they said, ‘every race can call Dravenmoore home.’ Kheeta thought to herself taking another bite of her snack and smiling as three small Sehrmic children slithered by, playing a rambunctious game of tag. 
 
    Kheeta’s mind couldn’t help but to sit in awe of Dravenmoore, with its culture, sights, smells, and sounds; however, it was the innovative inventions that blew her away. Never had she seen such ingenuity and complex designs in everything from the architecture to the funny goggles some people wore to help with their vision, according to Calisto. She saw people whose arms or legs had been replaced with brass and iron replicas with the styles being almost as varied as Dravenmoore’s races.  
 
    The invention that impressed her the most was the funny mode of transportation that she saw zooming above her head and parked outside various buildings. They resembled large clear spheres, like hollow bubbles, with a single seat inside. A long joystick sat in front of the chair, used for steering she assumed, and underneath was a large crystal that glowed blue. She watched as a small man operated one by sitting in the seat and using a special rune key to power on the crystal. Once it started glowing the back of the chair lifted up and the transparent bubble was formed before lifting them into the air. That’s so cool… she thought to herself as she stared up into the sky. 
 
    “Hey, watch where you’re going!” Yelled an angry voice as Kheeta collided with another pedestrian. 
 
    “I’m so sorry,” she apologized quickly, guilt and panic rising in her stomach as she extended a hand to help the man up. 
 
    As a Bottonpint, he was only four feet tall, with fur that resembled moss, vine-like hair, and pointed teeth that poked out of his curled lip. “Well next time pay attention… Stupid tourist.” He snapped back, picking up his hat and spy glass off the cobblestone road; and stomping away, arms crossed like a child, causing Kheeta to giggle under her breath. 
 
    As she rounded the corner she caught her first glimpse of what she hoped would be her new home, Dauntless Dungeon. She peered up at the floating school, the white structure shone in the sun, its green rooftops matching the gem that sat atop their spire. Being this close Kheeta could see that the main building wasn’t even sitting on land, instead it drifted hundreds of feet in the air, supported by large stone pathways connecting it to the floating sky-islands on either side. The one near her seemed to have an amphitheater like the Den’s, theirs is just a lot bigger…and floating, she thought to herself as she walked towards the base of the suspended school. Water poured down from the what she guessed to be a courtyard on the last island, causing a waterfall to feed into the lake below, covering her fur in a light mist.  
 
    Near the edge of the lake sat a table with a Treant shuffling through papers. As she got closer she could see it was clearly a younger female, her hair was made up of lavender-blue wisteria and vines flowed down the pale birch that was her skin. Her body was smooth, as though she had been carved by a master craftsman, what appeared to be roots twined around her arms from her shoulders, ending at large hands with long thin fingers.  
 
    The tree-woman jumped to her feet as she noticed Kheeta, and hurried around the table to grasp the her hand. “Oh my goodness, are you a Kitsune? I haven’t seen one of you in… what I imagine is ages. Oh, it’s been just to long since I saw one of your cuddly faces, when did you guys decide to rejoin the world?” The Treant stared down into Kheeta’s shocked eyes and giggled, “Oh I’m sorry, I get excited sometimes, my name is Ms. Sylvestris but you can call me Sylvie, how can I help you?” 
 
    Looking up into the woman’s eyes Kheeta felt a wave of calm wash over her, “Yeah I’m a Kitsune,” she said, dropping her hood and unraveling her tail to reveal it as two. “And we haven’t… I uh…I’m testing the waters. My name is Kheeta,” guilt settled itself in her stomach. I don’t want to lie…but if they find out I ran away they might not let me in. “So, um…is this where I sign up for school,” she asked her tails nervously flitting behind her.  
 
    “Of course, what am I doing? Getting so carried away that I practically forgot why I was sitting out here.” She turned to grab the stack of papers from her desk and cleared her ‘throat’. “Welcome to Dauntless Dungeon’s School of Questing,” she began, reading from the official welcome sheet. “We are delighted to begin, what we hope will be, the first of many years, to allow one hundred applicants. If you are unfamiliar with the process of our school, it is quite simple. You will undergo a series of tests based on each Class of Quester; you will then be ranked and given an analysis on which Class would be most beneficial to your skills…” Kheeta listened on intently, “this is not to say you must choose this path, it is simply a tool to show which role you would be most readily proficient in. With that said, those who do not show remarkable skill in any area will be asked to take the next year to study hard, for the next entrance exams. Now that you have been informed on how this process will transpire, we would like to wish you the best of luck and look forward to teaching you in the future.” Sylvie gasped, feigning shortness of breath. “I don’t actually have to do that,” she giggled with a wink, “it’s just fun to copy breathers, and boy was that long huh?” She sat the paper down on the table and looked at Kheeta with wide excited eyes. “Now that we’re done with the formal stuff, what Class are you hoping to be?”  
 
    Oh, no what am I going to do? I was so excited about getting here I haven’t even thought of one of the most important parts, what’s going to be my role in a Party? She began fidgeting as she thought, okay what am I going to do, what role do I fill? I’m definitely not Warrior material, I’m a big ball of fluff. Rogue…no still too fluffy, can’t hide when my tails give me away. I never even knew about Gods until this week, so Cleric is out. I sound about as good as a cat when I sing so…no. That just leaves Mage and, well I saved Calisto with something like magic, but that only happened once. Kheeta sat there, her nose scrunched up as she tried to think, “honestly I have no idea, I don’t know what I’m good at, I used magic once…I think, but other than that I don’t know.”  
 
    Ms. Sylvestris smiled down at her sweetly “Oh don’t you worry about that sweetie, like the welcome said, we’ll help you find what role fits you. Now what’s this about you thinking you used magic?” 
 
    “Oh,” Kheeta’s ears perked up as she thought about Glittermoore caves, “I was saving my friend from Glittercaps and this really bright burst of light came out of my hand and then I got this.” She said pointing upward as her second tail flopped itself over her head. “I don’t know how I made the magic work, but I haven’t tried again. I’m terrified I might accidently make a fireball!” 
 
    The woman chuckled, “I doubt you need to worry about that… novice mage fires can barely be used to light torches or kindling. If you’re just learning you might have magic, you’ll need practice before you can do much damage.” She patted Kheeta’s head as she continued, “It sounds like, for whatever reason, your magic was dormant until you felt a need to protect your friend. Now you know that you can use flare, and I just told you about mage fire. There are a few other basic spells I’m sure you could do if I explained them, oh and of course, if you would like to continue learning about your newfound ability… we have classes for that.”  She smiled as she handed Kheeta a quill and she slid a small stack of papers in front of her. “Now these are just some things we need you to sign before we can enroll you,” Kheeta looked down at the massive stack of papers. Clauses for liability in case of untimely death and/or dismemberment? Students subject to any punishment the school deems fit including but not limited to, the stocks, solitary confinement, detention, menial labor, and execution! They can’t be serious! Butterflies rose up in her stomach twisting it into a painful knot and causing her nose to scrunch as she wondered what she had gotten herself into.  
 
    “Now dear don’t you worry,” The Treant librarian consoled seeing the anguished expression of anxiety holding Kheeta hostage. “I’m sure that you’ll be fine, and besides these papers really are just a formality, Dauntless Dungeon hasn’t had to institute corporal punishment in almost a century.” Kheeta let out a sigh of relief and scribbled her name on the lines indicated in the paperwork. 
 
    As she stood with Miss Sylvie discussing the different types of mage, a loud baritone horn split the air like the cannon of a ship. “Well it looks like it’s time to advance to the testing grounds,” the Treant began, putting her papers into a dark leather bag. “You have great timing, you’re the last person to enroll this year,” the friendly woman shot her a smile. “Follow me to where the others are waiting,” she commanded gently beginning their trek around the lake 
 
    Well Kheeta… here goes nothing! Taking a deep breath, the Kitsune quickly bounded after the tree, not wanting to be left behind. The lake seemed to glimmer and glow as Kheeta peered into its reflective waters. Something small darted across the glassy pool and drew her attention. As she stared, a small creature resembling an otter from The Den, only with a long green kelp mane around its head and legs, swam up to the bank. It shook its fur vigorously, sending water flying from the tufts around its six feet. Kheeta laughed and smiled at the creature, its name finally coming to her, a Leott. She stared at the little guy for a moment before realizing she was falling behind again and ran to keep up. 
 
    As the duo finally reached the other side, Kheeta could see that there were indeed many applicants this year; as a crowd of roughly one hundred awaited them. Among the attendees Kheeta could make out a few races she recognized and a few that seemed totally foreign. There were Selchii, that resemble humanoid sharks, Hafpints of all variants, as well as Geonors, Abysytes, Kelphytes, Froeggart, and many more. 
 
    “Thank you everyone for being so patient,” Ms. Sylvestris began taking her place facing the crowd. “Momentarily I will open the staircase leading to the Testing Grounds, we will ascend in a two by two line with no tom foolery, am I clear?” All the kindness that was present in her voice during their table interaction was gone now, replaced with a cold authoritarian tone. “I don’t need any students falling into the lake… again.” The crowd mumbled their understanding as she turned to face the waterfall behind her. To Kheeta’s amazement the tree-woman twisted the ring on her finger and muttered a few words under her breath, causing the waterfall to change shape while still retaining its flowing appearance. After a few moments a long watery staircase lay before them, leading up to the island. “After me,” Ms. Sylvestris instructed as she began her ascension and the Class-hopefuls followed two by two, Kheeta being about ten rows back and excitement radiating out of every pore.  
 
    Looking to her left she saw her line partner, a Meripint whose tentacled head came to her elbow. His skin was the dark blue of a bottomless lake, with sporadic rings of color that shone the same brilliant green as the Dauntless tower’s emerald. Speaking of, I wonder if I can see it from here? She mused to herself. Looking upward she found the arcane crystal perched upon its spire, a magical aura spreading across the campus, sprinkling down green flecks of magical energy.  
 
    “Impressive huh? That’s the biggest arcane crystal on this continent,” a voice remarked pulling her from her thoughts and down to her partner. “Hey there, the names Bartlebee Bardensky, nice to meet you.” He said, one of the tentacles from his head wrapping around her hand to shake it. “Now, now, now, what are you? You look like any old animal folk type,” he said, pulling papers from his bag and eyeing her curiously, “but you are definitely something more.” Mumbling to himself, he looked over his sketchpad at her as his tentacles glided ink across the surface bringing the image in his head to life all the while still climbing the stairs. “Ah of course, it makes sense, the angles, the sly gimmer in your eyes…” turning the picture revealed Kheeta in traditional Kitsune robes, two tails proudly following behind her.  
 
    “What! But…but how did you know?” she asked, tightening her tails around one another. Her stomach winding itself in a knot, as Calisto’s words about why the Kitsunes had gone into hiding echoed through her head. 
 
    “Oh, you know, Meripints…well then again maybe you don’t know… Kitsune’s have been out of the game for quite some time now…” The curious little man trailed off almost more talking to himself by the end, his tentacle hair wiggling like a pile of worms on his head. “Well us Meripints like to study other cultures, and their arts… we love the arts.” They were nearing the top of the staircase now. “Kitsunes are a mystery, which makes them a favorite to muse about. Vanished in the dead of the night; the people, the city… everything vanished. It was as if the city had never been there. In fact, there are a lot of theories, books and scrolls of them, but here you stand,” he said with a laugh, “disproving at least half of them.” 
 
    As they reached the top of the staircase Kheeta had to shield her eyes as the twin suns’ light peeked out from behind the clouds. She looked behind her at the ground almost fifty feet below and her stomach twisted, I hate heights… She thought to herself as she forced her eyes away from the perilous fall. Before the group of hopeful students stood a large building, five stories high, constructed out of a dark Ivana Maple instead of the white stone of the main castle. The crowd was abuzz with murmurs of excitement as they were ushered through the large wooden doors and into an enormous common room. Torches lit the walls every four feet giving the room a nice warm glow, while the five Class bannisters proudly hung above a long table at the end of the room. Seated at that table was an odd menagerie of Questers and Kheeta found her nerves growing thinner by the second. 
 
    “Welcome Student-hopefuls! And thank you Ms. Sylvestris for your assistance in the enrollment process as usual.” The largest of the Questers, a Selchii, said standing up from his spot at the center of the table. “I am Gorn’ Ahl’ Kor, and I’m the head of the Warrior Class, what that means is that I’m one of the five who gives out the admittance test every year. Now as you know, starting this year the administration is changing things around so as to accept more applicants than in past years, in other words our standards have, apparently, dropped while your odds have improved.” This brought about a small cheer from the gathered students before the shark’s steely gaze quieted them. “I however, disagree with this decision… my standards will not be lowered, as I do not believe in having the blood of children on my hands. Therefore, as usual, I will only be accepting those with perfect marks into the Warrior’s program. So, if you want a shot at being the best fighter you can be then give your all in the trial tomorrow and maybe I’ll let you in.” Kheeta shuddered at the thought of being under the command of such an intimidating man. Gorn stood roughly eight feet tall, with rows of sharp teeth, a long dorsal fin starting at the base of his neck, a large curved scar split the left side of his face, and whitened his eye. He wore steel plate mail, gilded in sapphire trim, and his breastplate featured a symbol of waves crashing in the center, while an imposing sword and shield sat on the table before him. He gave the room one last look over, as if sizing up the prospects, before taking his seat, allowing the person to his left, a tall, bird-like man, to stand. 
 
    “Ah, well okay. Following that uh… intimidating display, I feel it best I go. My name is Az’rocc,” he said, squawking the ‘R’ of his name and clearing his throat. “And I am a Cleric Class Quester, meaning I specialize in the healing arts, but I also know how to smite a zombie with a wave of my wing.” Looking at the man Kheeta believed it; he stood shorter than Gorn but still taller than an average man, with a beak and piercing eyes. Head to toe he was draped in brown feathers and his wings ended at scaly hands. Az’rocc continued, “I will be conducting the testing tomorrow and then convening with the Gods to decide who will be joining the ranks of Rhespira’s Clerics. Give it your all tomorrow and pray diligently.” Kheeta stifled a chuckle as the man squawked every ‘R’, but her line partner Bartlebee was not as composed, drawing stares from the crowd as he laughed loudly.  
 
    “Sorry,” he mustered meekly trying to hide behind the tentacles on his head, his skin turning a deep purple. 
 
    Az’rocc took his seat and a peculiar woman in a hooded robe stood, her face hidden within the shadows of the garment. “Attention student hopefuls…” there was something almost melodic in the way she spoke, the way she drew out her ‘S’ sounds, that enticed Kheeta, and her ears perked up, hanging on every word. “My name is Se’ Shira and I will be overseeing any of you who think that the magical arts is where you should be.” Kheeta’s back stiffened as she stood up straighter, this is the woman that I’ve got to impress to get into Dauntless Dungeon. “My tests will be rigorous and straining, they are not for the weak of heart… but then again, neither is magic.” As she finished speaking, she took her seat again breaking the trance that her voice had locked Kheeta in. I hope that I’m ready… Kheeta worried silently to herself as she looked on. 
 
    “Oh, oh, oh, is it our turn now? Yes!” The woman at the far end of the table hollered excitedly. She had short pink hair, skin that was so dark grey it was bordering black, violet eyes, and most peculiar of all was the fact that she was only humanoid from the waist up. Kheeta had experienced a lot of firsts since leaving The Den but she couldn’t have prepared herself for her first Arachling sighting. Where the woman’s legs should be was the torso of an enormous black spider, complete with all six legs and front mandibles. I think if I saw one of those in a cave I’d just die of fear, Kheeta found herself thinking as the spider woman worked her way around the table to address the students from the center. “Hi, we’re Morla and we would like to welcome you to the Dauntless Dungeon Testing Program,” as Kheeta leaned into Bartlebee to ask if he heard her say ‘we’ as well Morla turned to her right and began addressing the air. “Of course, I’m going to tell them that I’m a rogue,” Kheeta raised her eyebrows as her tails twitched behind her. “I’m not stupid you know. What do you mean? Of course, I’m sure!” A loud cough from the final pro-Quester pulled her out of her conversation with the air and back to the present. 
 
    “Thanks Morla, you two have your talk, I’ll go ahead and introduce myself and let them know how we get this process kicked off.” A voice said from underneath the brim of a familiar purple hat. With a quick movement and a flashy smile, Pip jumped up onto the table, just like he had at the inn. “Ladies and Gentlemen, my name is Pip and I will be teaching you sad lot how to play some music, dance a jig, and if the Gods are with me, romance a sweetheart.” Kheeta’s eyes grew wide, she couldn’t believe it. The man who helped me at the Inn is one of the instructors? Oh my Gods I seemed so desperate back there… Distressed thoughts raced through her mind as Pip finished introducing himself. “Now, in Rhespira, Questers can go off on their own and complete low-level missions but when it comes to higher level Quest a strong group comp is vital.” All the playfulness in his voice was gone now, replaced with a professor-like tone. “Now these groups are commonly referred to as Parties, and a balanced Party consists of five members; so what we do at Dauntless Dungeon is take your preferences and then put you in a party with four people of other Classes randomly…” Pip seemed to survey the room for reactions before continuing. “We will begin by calling out five names, once you hear your name please come forward and grab your ring.” The Musmeer held up a small green band, similar to the one Ms. Sylvie had used at the waterfall. “These are not mere jewelry, they will activate and deactivate the water stairs to the island, but for now they only open your cabins. They are engraved numbers one through twenty for each of this year’s applicant Parties. You won’t be given another and losing yours is grounds for expulsion so treat these items like your life… protect them.” As he finished his explanation and warning, he unrolled a large scroll and began to read off names. 
 
    Kheeta watched as the first party was assembled; a tall Garnorian in the role of Warrior, a slender Kelphyte as their Mage, a Musmeer Rogue, a Fungee bard, and a Lycarion cleric. I wonder who I’m going to get paired up with? She thought to herself as the second party began their walk across the common room to the Pro-Quester’s table.  
 
    Her nerves were nearly fried, anticipation rising in her body, threatening to boil over and consume her. Four parties had been assembled already and they still hadn’t called her name, glancing around at the remaining sixty students she wondered which four she was going to find companionship in.  
 
    “Party eight’s Bard will be Bartlebee Bardensky,” Pip called out over the murmur of the crowd, bringing a squeal of excitement from the small Meripint beside her. 
 
    “See you later Kheeta, good luck!” The tentacle haired boy hollered as he bound off towards the Musmeer bard. And there goes the only person I know here, Kheeta thought bitterly as her spirits began to sink, wondering if she was ever going to get called. Pip read off a Sylphyte’s name next and a tall slender boy in his teenage years, with long pointed ears, pale skin, and long blonde hair walked forward to join Bartlebee, who was grinning ear to ear. The next name was ‘Golluk’, and the person that answered was just as foreign as the name. A six-foot creature made of solid iron and copper shambled forward, gears turned, and a blue glow leaked out of every joint and kink in the metal. The individual was shaped like a barrel chested man in full plate armor, except where a face would normally peer back through the visor was a swirling blue mist. I can’t believe it! A small Golem is applying? Kheeta thought to herself with amazement. 
 
    “I said Kheeta, is there a Kheeta here?” Pip called out perplexingly as he surveyed the crowd. I was so distracted by this ‘Golluk’ that I missed them calling my name!  
 
    “I’m here! I’m right here!” She managed to yell finally getting her legs to work as she scurried down the walkway. 
 
    “You will be this Party’s mage,” Pip instructed as she took her place next to a grinning Bartlebee; whose tentacle reached out and squeezed her hand in excitement. “And your Rogue will be Aurora Fatalis.” A female Florae began sauntering down the walk way towards them.  
 
    Kheeta had read about Florae in the few books that Calisto had lent her, and Celia had told her of a group of them that tried to convince her to stay in their meadow. According to the mermaid they were extremely… convincing. The girl that reached them had green skin that accentuated her sky-blue eyes, long pink petals flowed down her back forming what the Florae consider to be hair. What looked to be a floor length skirt, was red and green leaves, used to hide the intricate root system the race use to get around. Flowers grew out of the leaves, and some flowered vines even grew up her torso, around her neck and down her arms wrapping around her wrists, to form a revealing corset.  
 
    So, this is my party huh? A Fox-girl, a Squid-boy, an Iron Golem, A Wood Phyte, and a Flower-girl… not the traditional set of heroes that’s for sure. Their Party completed, they were quickly ushered off stage so the next group could be formed.  
 
    “I can’t believe this is the party we got stuck in Golluk!” The Phyte boy pouted loudly to the golem who turned to face him. “I’m going to have a word with Az’rocc, doesn’t he know who my father is?” The Phyte boy was fuming angrily, visibly red, and barely containing himself from exploding outside of a whispered voice. 
 
    “What’s the matter with our party?” Bartlebee asked, his tentacles placing themselves on his shoulders, reminiscent of someone with their hands on their hips, visibly offended. 
 
    “Not that I expect you to understand,” the snobby boy sneered back, “but I came to this school to get the best start possible… not to get shackled down to a bunch of animals!” 
 
    “Whoa there, slow it down buddy.” Kheeta interjected before she could think better of it and stop herself. What are you doing? “First we’re not animals we’re animal-folk,” She gestured to herself and Bartlebee, “and second there’s nothing wrong with that.” 
 
    “Oh, well thank you for point out that glaring difference,” he fired back before being cut off by Golluk. 
 
     “Tarek, you really should try to treat our new ally’s better sir.” 
 
    “Oh, is that what you think? My dad made you to be my tank not my advisor, so remember your place.” Tarek commanded with a dismissive gesture, the golem flinching at the motion. 
 
    “Well if it makes you feel better, I doubt we’re excited to work with a bigot,” Aurora pointed out snidely.  
 
    “That concludes the party assignments!” Seh’ Shira’s voice rang out over their own conversation taking precedence as they all quit bickering to listen. “Take the rest of the day to get to know your party and if you go outside, you’ll see there’s a surprise that I’m sure you’ll all quite enjoy, tomorrow we meet back here for day one of testing.” Dismissing them the various parties began making their way to the door, eager to see what the surprise was, all except for party number eight... 
 
    “Well you know what? Whatever, if you guys want the bucket of bolts then you can have him. I’m going to laugh when I’m the only one in this pathetic party that passes the test. You’ll see… I don’t need any of you.” He turned, cloak flowing behind him, and stormed out of the common room, leaving the rest of his party awkwardly staring after him. 
 
    “I thank you for your help,” Golluk began as soon as Tarek was out of sight. “But it really wasn’t necessary, master Tarek has been this way ever since he was little.” 
 
    “That still doesn’t make it okay,” Aurora responded placing a flowered hand on his shoulder. “You’ll be accepted with us, don’t you worry.” 
 
    “Now, who wants to go see what our surprise is?” Bartlebee asked jumping up and down with excitement. The party agreed and headed for the large wooden doors and the sunny green courtyard outside. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 6 The Tests Begin 
 
    
       
 
   
 
    As Kheeta looked across the courtyard their surprise was immediately evident, as twenty small wooden houses scattered the far corner of the island. “Where did this come from?” Kheeta wondered aloud echoing the other ninety-nine students with amazement and confusion. 
 
    “These weren’t here before, were they?” Aurora asked as they began walking towards the large group of applicants gathered outside the buildings. 
 
    “No, they definitely were not.” Bartlebee answered pulling out his sketch pad and inking a quick sketch of the structures as they drew closer. 
 
    “Maybe they were but we couldn’t see them.” Golluk proposed noticing that each building had the number 1-20 engraved in it just like their rings. 
 
     “Probably, my dad says when he went here illusion magic was used in almost all the training,” Bartlebee exclaimed bounding towards cabin eight. “What are we waiting for let’s go inside!” he hollered running up to the door excitedly before stopping and turning with a confused expression. “Uhm, guys? There’s no doorknob…” 
 
    “What do you mean there’s no door knob? Just give it a push.” Golluk suggested as the rest of the party, minus Tarek who was not anywhere in sight, reached the impatient Hafpint. 
 
    Bartlebee pushed and strained against the door, comically ineffective at opening it. “It won’t budge.” 
 
    “Maybe it’s locked,” offered Aurora sliding between the two of them. 
 
    “It can’t be locked because there’s no handle to lock.” Bartlebee responded exasperatedly as he continued to try and force the door open. 
 
    Well silly,” she crooned, several of her vines slowly sliding along his body as she approached him from behind. Bartlebee flushed a deep purple and tried to stutter a response to no avail. “There are more than just physical locks in Rhespira,” she finished as she lifted him with her vines, moving him out of her way as she gently placed her ringed hand against the door. A soft green glow appeared and before their eyes a handle materialized in its center. “See?” She said cheerfully turning to her bewildered party, and noticing that no one else seemed to be going inside yet. “It looks like we’re the first party to figure it out too, so let’s go inside.” She turned the doorknob and pushed the large oak door open, revealing the interior of Party eight’s cabin. Worn stone floors clacked under Kheeta’s clawed toes, as the door opened into a modest lounging area complete with a fireplace that caused the wood paneled walls to glow a golden brown. They found several cushioned chairs as they walked through their temporary home, along with a bookcase full of adventuring guides that was near that bathroom door. The kitchen took up a small portion of the building, with a counter and barstools to eat at. On the right side of the kitchen was a hallway leading to the girl’s room, and opposite was another leading to the boy’s.  
 
    “This is such a cute little cabin,” Aurora said, putting down a pamphlet she had found on a table, “It could use a little color though.” She reached into a fold of leaves on her ‘skirt’ and pulled out a small handful of seeds. Whispering to them in a language none of the others could understand she threw them into the air; as they touched the walls and ceiling they stuck, exploding into colorful blooms of all shapes and sizes. Kheeta excitedly pounced onto a countertop and buried her nose inside of a large purple flower. 
 
    “That was amazing,” Kheeta gushed, beaming ear to ear, “where did you learn to do that,” she asked sniffing through the different fragrances. 
 
    “Well thank you my sweet foxling.” The Florae replied, a vine booping Kheeta on the nose softly. “I was thinking about soaking my roots in the hot springs… why don’t we all go there and talk a bit more about ourselves?” Aurora suggested, grabbing Kheeta’s hand and leading her outside.  
 
    “Wait we have a hot spring?” The Kitsune asked excitedly as she pranced behind her new friend. “Bartlebee, Golluk, lets go, we can leave a note for Tarek wherever he is,” the boys hurried to comply and catch up. 
 
    Outside of the large building housing the spring was a large sign engraved with the spa rules: 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Subrion Hot Spring 
 
    This restorative spring is a favorite among students, bringing peace of mind and healing properties, it is the perfect activity after a rigorous day of tests. 
 
    1. No running or horse play. 
 
    2. No food or drink Whatsoever 
 
    3. Inappropriate conduct will lead to termination of this privilege 
 
    4. swim attire required in co-ed spring, optional in the unisex spring 
 
    And 
 
    Please do not remove the stalagmites 
 
      
 
    Thank you and enjoy! 
 
      
 
    Kheeta looked on at the sign, a small knot in her stomach. “Well, I’m a little disappointed, I was really looking forward to going in, but I don’t have anything to wear,” she said looking down at one of her three outfits.  
 
    Aurora laughed, “don’t worry about it, I have you covered, or should I say I’ll be covering you.” The Florae winked as the flowering vines that encircled her began to writhe and move; after a moment she lifted one of her side petals and pulled out swimwear made of intertwined vines and covered in blossoms. “I’m going to have to help you tie it together, I wasn’t really sure how to make bottoms that accommodate your tails,” she said taking her by the hand once again and leading the way to the girl’s locker area.  
 
    Walking into the dressing room Kheeta’s eyes grew wide; several girls in varying states of undress stood in the room chatting to one another, and the sight caused her tail to puff. She quickly looked at her feet, the thought of being near so many scarcely dressed women making her nervous.  
 
    As she sat panicking, a pair of hands suddenly undid the string that held her tunic together causing it to fall to the ground and her to let out a squeak. Her hands rushed to cover her exposed chest only to find the vine top already being tied in place. 
 
    “Foxling, are you okay?” Aurora’s concerned face popped in front of Kheeta’s. “Your eyes are as big as dinner plates, and I can feel your heart fluttering in your chest,” she said placing her hand on the vine top.  
 
    “Yea…yea, I’m okay,” she stammered, “this is just my first time in a place like this. I thought there would be more…cover.” She gulped as she realized the vines that climbed her friend’s torso to make the usual form-fitting shirt were snaking their way back down; revealing smooth green skin covered in small amounts of flowers and vines, strategically placed to resemble two-piece swimwear like Kheeta’s own. “I also wasn’t expecting my shirt to fall off,” she continued with a tittering laugh as the vines from under Aurora’s skirt slid around her, securing the bottoms around her tails and waist snuggly, as she stepped back to admire her handiwork. Kheeta’s cheeks burned intensely, realizing that she was revealing as much of herself as her tailor. 
 
    “Oh, you really shouldn’t be so self-conscious, you’re adorable, and it’s not like the boys are still here.” The Florae encouraged the embarrassed fox girl, who was still trying not to look at all the changing girls around them. 
 
    “Speaking of the boys, I bet they’re waiting for us in the co-ed spring… wouldn’t want to keep them waiting.” Kheeta insisted with an awkward and panicked chuckle as she began walking towards the doors, Aurora rolled her eyes, an amused smile settling on her lips as she followed behind.  
 
    Kheeta quickly slinked through the open doors, the cold night air gently caressing her fur and causing a shiver to run down her spine. Where are the guys at, she wondered, scanning the area, all too aware of how exposed she was as she stood alone. The steaming water glowed a soft pink that emanated from several stalagmites scattered throughout the pool, and high stone walls separated the three springs. Searching the area again she saw would-be-adventures of all races and size sitting and enjoying the rejuvenating water, until finally she caught sight of Golluk sitting on the opposite side of the room with Bartlebee; who sat nearly submerged in water given his height. She turned to find Aurora opening the door behind her and beamed, grabbing her hand as the flower girl had done to her earlier, leading them towards their teammates. 
 
    Golluk waved to the girls as they neared, “hello ladies, you look exquisite. Miss Aurora you did a magnificent job,” he complimented, offering his hand as they stepped into the warm water. They thanked him as they sat on the smooth stone, the water causing their bodies to tingle and numb as a wave of contentedness washed over them. “Well then,” he continued after they settled in, “I overheard several other parties giving, ‘backstories’, if you will, and I was thinking perhaps we could give it a go… it might be a good bonding activity.” The group looked at one another for a moment and nodded their agreement, with only Kheeta hesitating slightly. “You already know what there is to know of my tale,” Golluk informed them. “I am simply a golem, created by master Tarek’s father, as a safeguard and companion in childhood; and a team member once he grew to be a Quester...Master Tarek, he is the son of a notable Sylphyte noble, he is accustomed to maids scurrying to and fro to placate him. His life has been free of difficulty aside from studying, so having to work for himself for the first time has been difficult. Speaking of, I regret to inform you I still am unsure of his whereabouts,” he concluded solemnly gazing into the pink steaming water. 
 
    “He must have allergies,” Bartlebee quipped receiving only puzzled looks from his party. “You know… because he said we’re a bunch of animals… he’s allergic to us…” He looked at his new friend’s unamused faces. “Ha Ha,” he chuckled awkwardly, “shut up I’m funny... Anyway, there isn’t much to me either; my entire race obsesses over art. We’re born painting or writing masterpieces; being a Bard is just kind of natural for a Meripint.” He was swimming around the water now a few feet in either direction as he began to ramble. “I mean, of course there are others who aren’t Bards… my older brother, Ryeneer, he’s a Rogue. He got our granddad’s genes and his tentacles have suction cups instead of the ability to produce ink. He’s a really good Rogue too, a few dungeons have hired him to try and break out to test their guards. Since we’re the only children and he’s a Rogue it’s expected that I graduate Dauntless and become a famous Bard so that our family can hold their heads proud at home.” As he finished, he submerged his head under the water and began to swim around again, dashing through the spring with a graceful agility only water breathers can achieve. 
 
    “Well I think that it’s awesome that you’re continuing a family tradition Bartlebee,” Aurora said as the small Meripint’s head broke the surface of the water, shaking his tentacles off and sending droplets in all directions. 
 
    “Thank you,” he replied pulling himself out to rest on the rock to Kheeta’s left. 
 
    “I’m trying to become a Rogue like your brother, but my family doesn’t actually agree with that decision.” Aurora’s tone was a little sad as she looked off into the distance, lost in thought. 
 
    “Your family doesn’t want you to be a Quester?” Kheeta asked empathizing with the poor girl, she understood unsupportive family members better than most. 
 
    “Well, it’s not that they don’t want me to be a Quester; they just don’t want me to be a Rogue. ‘Florae are healers…’” She mocked, imitating her parents. “They say that it’s a dishonest profession, that I shouldn’t make a living by breaking into places and stealing.” Aurora’s tone was no longer sad, it instead seemed to drip frustration into the pool around them. 
 
    “Well I mean isn’t stealing technically wrong?” Golluk asked as he looked down at his fellow party members, the water barely reaching his waist as he sat in the spring. 
 
    “I understand that, but there are so many things that Rogues do that aren’t bad. We disarm traps to protect our Party, we unlock chests and doors so that they can advance on their Quests, we solve riddles and talk our way out of danger more often than not. Being a Rogue is so much more than just stealing and sneaking around, back stabbing people, it’s about being your Parties skeleton key, their secret weapon, good for any occasion.” Aurora had stood up now her roots stretching as she rose another few feet higher, standing roughly seven feet tall now, and obviously filled with passion. 
 
    “You seem to care about being a Rogue a lot,” Golluk commented as Aurora began to descend into the water again. “I meant no offense, I hadn’t realized all the ways in which they’re useful.” 
 
    “It’s okay, it’s the same thing my parents said when I told them that I wanted to be. You see I live in the Marshanaw Swamps and a few years ago we had a Necromancer crept into town and started raising the dead from our graveyards.” Aurora looked past her party into the distance as she remembered. “Raising the bodies had an unexpected side effect, the magic mixed with the natural spores of the local fungi and created a toxic cloud. Many Florae were lost to the purple fog in first few weeks, entire villages had to evacuate, it was chaos, and no one knew where it came from. Finally, a sole Quester, a Rogue, came to our aid and tracked down the Necromancer. After defeating him and brewing an antidote for our people he returned... Seeing a Rogue single handedly defeat the Necromancer, cure the purple fog, and save my family filled me with inspiration.” Aurora looked at her friends who were staring at her intently and her cheeks began to redden. “I’m sorry I didn’t mean to go on a tangent… was there ever anything other than a Bard that you wanted to be Bartlebee?” 
 
    The Meripint shot out of the water with a splash and landed in between the two girls with a large grin. I didn’t even see him get back in, Kheeta thought to herself as he answered Aurora. “I actually got really lucky I guess… In my home, the Seculian Cove, it’s considered dishonorable to not have at least one Bard in the family, it’s like a status symbol.” He expanded after seeing his party’s confused expressions, “If your family doesn’t have a Pro-Bard, then you’re not contributing to Meripint culture. I’ve known a few people that were forced to become Bards just so that their family wasn’t scorned by the rest of the town. Thankfully I’ve always loved singing, drawing, writing, and dancing so the Bard’s life has always been my dream.” The Meripint was kicking his small feet in the water from his perch on the rock and his tentacles wriggled wildly on his head. 
 
    “Well what about you Kheeta?” Golluk asked turning his blue misty visor towards her, the rest of the Party turning to focus their attention on her as well. 
 
    She gulped, this is it… they’ve told you all about them, now it’s your turn… Kheeta thought to herself as she decided what she was going to say. ‘Kitsunes were hunted down, almost to extinction, by the other races of Rhespira for the magic contained inside of their tails.’ Calisto’s words rang through her mind and she thought of her family back at The Den. I can tell them about me while still protecting them… I just have to choose my words wisely.  
 
    “Well I actually ran away from home…” Aurora let out a small gasp and Bartlebee’s eyes grew wide as she continued. “I’m a Kitsune and my people have been hiding in seclusion, protected by magic, for the last two centuries. My family didn’t support me coming to Dauntless Dungeon because no Kitsune has ever left before; but I was born to be a Quester! I’ve spent my whole life hearing and reading about adventures and Quests; now I have the opportunity to have one of my own… how could I pass that up?” Her friends nodded in agreement and she began to relax. This is my party… my new family… Kheeta thought to herself with a smile as they continued to chat and get to know each other long into the waning hours of the three moons. 
 
    After they finished in the hot springs the group returned to cabin number eight, where they found Tarek asleep in his bed, deciding they too needed sleep before tomorrows test, they chose to follow their Clerics example… 
 
    Kheeta groaned as she opened her eyes, her muscles aching and joints creaking as she stretched one arm over her head. “What time is it?” She managed to grumble as she wiped a sleepy eye with her furred hand. 
 
    “Well it’s time for us to go back to the training hall for the Warrior test,” Aurora responded as the Florae entered the room with a warm smile on her face, “I was just on my way to wake you.” The flower girl was garbed in her usual vine corset and had moved to stand next to Kheeta’s bed handing her the clothes hanging on the footboard. 
 
    “Thanks,” Kheeta answered taking them and quickly getting dressed before exploding into a fit of panic. “No, no, no, no!” Kheeta hollered frantically as she began tearing at the blankets and mattress. 
 
    “What is it?” Aurora asked alarmed and taken back by her friend’s sudden switch in mood. 
 
    “My sword! My sword isn’t here! I left it right at the foot of the bed.” Kheeta cried lifting up the mattress and looking under it, knowing it wouldn’t be there but anxiety forcing her to look anyways. 
 
    “I’m sure we’ll find it Kheeta,” Aurora assured her, placing a flowered hand on her shoulder. 
 
    “You don’t understand, it belonged to someone really special to me,” tears welled up in her eyes as she thought of Celia. 
 
    “Uhm, girls? I think we’ve got bigger problems than where your stupid sword is…” Tarek called out from the living room. 
 
    “You are such an arrogant…” Kheeta began, ready to tear Tarek apart, as she threw open the bedroom door; only to stop dead in her place, looking at the sight before her in confusion. Tarek stood at the entrance to the cabin with the front door wide open; and even from her position, Kheeta could tell that outside wasn’t the same island they went to bed on. 
 
    She slowly moved across the room to try and get a better look, while the rest of the party joined suit… The soft green grass and scattered wild flowers were replaced with hot sand and scattered shells everywhere. The river that flowed through the island, ending in the infamous waterfall was gone; in fact, they didn’t appear to be on an island at all, as they could see giant palm trees just beyond their clearing. 
 
    “What in the Gods?” Tarek exclaimed, lost in amazement as they all began to walk outside the warmth of their cabin and on to the hotter beach with the scorching twin suns pounding down on them. 
 
    “Where’s all the other cabins?” Aurora yelled over the roar of waves surrounding them. 
 
    “I don’t know! I can’t see anyone else but us!” Bartlebee responded his small voice fighting the sound to be heard. Kheeta looked around at the crashing blue waves and smiled, she had never seen the ocean this close before. She knelt down to inspect an odd object near her feet; it looked like a five-pointed star covered in bright red and blue feathers. As her fingers touched it she recoiled, the object beginning to wiggle and move. “Guys what is that?” She asked her Party as the creature slowly lifted a few feet off of the ground, flapping all five of its feathered points. 
 
    “That’s a Tucahr,” Bartlebee smiled, holding out his hand for it to land on. “They’re pretty common on beaches, sweet, colorful little things really, lots of sea-folk keep them as pets.” He patted it softly before letting it fly off. 
 
    Tarek impatiently cleared his throat, “if you two are done sightseeing, we should probably start trying to figure out where we need to go.” 
 
    “I think I see something over that dune!” Golluk yelled gesturing to their left. 
 
    “It’s probably our destination,” Aurora added using her vines to block out the bright rays of the twin suns. 
 
    “What makes you think that?” Tarek sneered. 
 
    “Well it’s the only thing I can see aside from sandy desert and coast line so…” Aurora answered annoyance dripping off her words. 
 
    Tarek simply grunted in reply as they continued their trek. Drawing closer, Kheeta could see that the building was made of yellow stone bricks and was what appeared to be a pyramid of sorts. After a few minutes of searching they found the doors to the building, standing nine feet tall, and made of solid stone; opening that is going to take a feat of intense strength. “I don’t think I can open that.” She remarked, voicing her internal thoughts. 
 
    “Well duh, you’re a weak little fox… my metal manservant can though, huh? Get to it Golluk, get it open.” Tarek barked at the iron golem a prideful sneer staining his face. 
 
    “Well lucky for you miss you won’t have to, you have me.” Golluk said ignoring Tarek as he put Bartlebee down and placed one large iron hand on the stone door, pulling as hard as he could. A loud creak split the air as the door swung open and the group entered the main room slowly. Several steps into the room the door slammed shut with a loud thud, causing Kheeta to jump and her fur to stand on end. 
 
    “Oh, I don’t like this…” Tarek whined as Kheeta looked around the room that was now pitch black. 
 
    “Welcome!” A loud voice boomed through the darkness, echoing off the cold stone walls, seeming to come from nowhere and everywhere. Torches on either side of the party burst to life causing Aurora to let out the squeak and jump this time. As the group began to move forward torches self-immolated on either side of the walkway, progressing with them, until they were in the center of the room. “Party number eight, you have made it to the warriors test, congratulations!” As the voice finished the remaining half of the torches burst to life, illuminating the other half of the dark room. Gorn, the Selchii Pro-Quester stood ten feet before them with a sly smile that seemed to connect with the scar on his face. 
 
    “What’s to be the test?” Golluk asked looking around the room and seeing that it was unremarkable and empty, save five doors on the opposite side of the room. 
 
    “Each of you will be tested as a warrior, as a protector, as a fighter!” Gorn was yelling, trying to drum up excitement in the recruits no doubt; but achieving a different result due to his imposing presence. “Now, before you go through that door and take your test, do you have any questions?”  
 
    “Where are we?” 
 
    “How did we get here? 
 
    “Where is my equipment?” 
 
    All their questions boiled over at once causing the Selchii instructor to chuckle and raise a hand to quiet them. “We are safe, you got here with magic, and your equipment is safe. That’s all you need to know right now so put those thoughts out of your mind and focus.” Gorn answered with finality.  
 
    The group looked at each other, Aurora and Bartlebee each grabbing one of Kheeta’s hands in a vine and tentacle. She gave them a gentle squeeze of encouragement and tried to smile. 
 
    “All right.. good luck Party.” Bartlebee said as he approached the first door and opened it, walking through and closing it behind him immediately. Following the Meripint’s example the rest of the Party approached their doors and gave the handles a twist. 
 
    Kheeta took a deep breath and closed her eyes, stepping through the door, just as Bartlebee had done. As she opened them and let out surprised yip; she was outside again, only this time the twin suns were clouded by thick smoke and several Paloofs floating through and instead of a warm beach, she found herself in a farming village. Fires raged all around her and the sounds of people screaming filled the air. What is this? What’s going on? Kheeta thought to herself as she spun around to see the door she came through had disappeared, empty air in its place. 
 
    “Please! Help us!” A woman’s voice rang out over the pandemonium Kheeta found herself in. As she turned to her right to investigate the source of the distress, she saw a woman pinned under the beam of a house that was currently on fire. A small girl, no older than six or seven, unconscious on the grass next to her. 
 
    “Don’t worry I’ll help you.” Kheeta assured them as she began running over in their direction… Movement in her peripheral caught her attention and Kheeta turned to see three Goblins sprinting towards her, screaming.  
 
    They were five feet tall, green skinned, with hook noses, long ears, and yellowing teeth. Two wielded swords and one was cranking a repeating crossbow. Panicking Kheeta looked around for any means to defend herself and saw a short sword and buckler laying on the ground. Quickly bending down, she scooped up the sword and attached the shield to her arm, raising it just in time to intercept a crossbow bolt meant for her eye. That was too close! Kheeta thought as a second bolt embedded itself in the shield with a dull thud. Raising the sword and peering over, Kheeta tried to remember her fencing lessons with Kohda. With an expertly timed counterattack she dodged a swipe from a Goblins sword and separated its head from its shoulders. Thud, another bolt slammed into the buckler, sending vibrations through her arm, causing it to tingle and go numb, almost dropping it to the ground. She turned her attention to the other Goblin just in time, as he was swinging his sword in a downward arc, the woman’s little girl directly in its path. With a quick movement, and little thought, Kheeta used one of her tails to grab the child by the waist and pull her to Kheeta’s other side; causing the sword to embed itself in the dirt. 
 
    The Goblin pulled at it frantically, trying to rend its sword free from the ground as Kheeta drove hers through its chest; ducking behind it as another bolt missed her and entered the dead Goblin’s back. Letting out a yell she ran forward, using her previous opponent as a shield colliding with the final Goblin as he attempted to reload. Before he could react, Kheeta reached over and picked up a large piece of flaming wood, unconcerned with the heat and pain it was causing her, and brought it down firmly on its skull until she heard a loud crack, and the life drained from its eyes. Kheeta frantically rushed to the woman and began to dig her out. After a few moments she stood up, planning on addressing the family she had just saved, but as she reached her feet, she looked around perplexed. 
 
    “Miss Kheeta you finished!” Golluk hollered as the confused Kitsune continued to look around. She was standing outside of her cabin… back on the island, with dozens of other students, most looking as confused as she was. “I guess the Warrior test is over… I heard there were Goblins did you have to fight them too?” Golluk asked as he closed the distance between them. Kheeta nodded, still too surprised to speak, she hesitantly looked at her hand; prepared to find them red and blistered due to the pain she had felt, but was surprised they looked the same as they had this morning before the test.  
 
    This is place completely insane! What have you gotten yourself into Kheeta, she wondered silently, before focusing on Golluk. “Wait, you didn’t see the Goblins? What was your test like then,” she asked curious what other variants of the test there were. 
 
    “Oh, well not much happened,” he began, the blue mist inside his helmet flickering near its top in thought. “I walked through the door to find a quaint little village in ruins, a trapped woman and her sweet child were in danger, I simply lifted the beam and as I turned to move the obstacle from their path I suddenly appeared back here.” His eyes furrowed as he thought about his test, “I worry that mine concluded too quickly, I had no chance to show my worth.” 
 
    Kheeta reassuringly put her hand on his, she opened her mouth to say something but was interrupted by a shrill scream as Bartlebee appeared, screaming at the top of his lungs, knees curled into his chest and eyes squeezed shut. He hurled punches into the air, not seeming to notice he was now in the field near their cabins.  
 
    “Hey B…” Kheeta said softly, kneeling in the grass beside him, “Bartlebee.” She flinched as her tail blocked his fist inches from her face, “um…you okay?” 
 
    Realization crossed over his face, and he quickly hid behind his ‘hair’, “Oh my Gods, Kheeta I am so sorry, I can’t believe I almost hit you.” Two of his tentacles reached out and pet her head as if to apologize themselves, causing her to laugh. 
 
    “You’re fine, I know it was an accident, you okay? Did the test not go well,” she asked, concerned by his display of panic. 
 
    “Yea…Yea, I’m fine, it’s all okay,” he said after looking down to confirm he was in fact okay.  “I just definitely did not pass. I was able to keep them from hurting the family, but I ended up getting hacked up in the process.” A look of distress crossed his face for a moment, “I know I don’t want to be a Warrior but failing the first test is still pretty discouraging,” he looked at his two friends and his sullen expression melted into determination “You know what though, it’s just made me more committed than ever to ace the Bard test!” Suddenly Aurora appeared next to Bartlebee causing him to scream again, “ha, you scared me, how’d you do?” 
 
    “Oh, I passed rather easily. Wish there had been more though, who knew illusions could be so tasty.” She chuckled softly “can you imagine how horrified my parents would be if I were to become a Warrior.”  
 
    The group laughed nervously with her, while shooting sideways glances. “did you say they… tasted good?” Bartlebee asked stunned. 
 
     “Yes,“ Aurora replied, “Florae envelop their pray in their roots before absorbing them.” She smiled mischievously as she noticed him turning purple once again, “what, would you like me to tie you up?” she asked with a giggle, two of her vines slithering towards him, which his tentacles playfully smacked away.  
 
    “Mmm, that’s okay,” he stated nonchalantly “I don’t think I trust you to leave me in one piece, but I’m sure I’m delicious.” Bartlebee retorted, bringing a round of laughter from his Party. 
 
     They sat on the grass as groups trickled away, heading to either their cabins or the mess hall, the groups who remained ate their breakfast in the field as they awaited teammates. Finally after what seemed to be eternity Tarek popped into existence, his eyes squeezed shut and tears streaming down his face, as he angrily screamed into the space before him “How dare they take my magic, and then to expect me to risk my life fighting Goblins,” distain dripped from his words as he spit them, “all just to save some mongrel woman and her leech.” He paused, slowly cracking his eye open, as he saw his party and growled furiously. Standing he began throwing spells at the ground in a temper. “I get chased through pretty much every alley in that pathetic squalor,” he said throwing a slightly larger spell to his feet, the magic pressure brushing air into all their faces. “surrounded me, started poking me, they totally forgot about the trapped lady,” he said casting on the ground once again, his temper fueling it, the air that rose this time knocked him off his feet. 
 
    Kheeta watched the pathetic display, even our toddlers don’t behave this badly, she thought to herself. “Maybe you should quit while you’re ahead,” she suggested as he prepared to hurl another spell, “you know, so you don’t break your nose or knock yourself out this time.” He jumped to his feet, rage rolling off him in waves that made her wrinkle her nose. Tarek glared down into her eyes and for a moment she thought he was going to hit her, until he turned on his heel and walked away without a word. The group looked at one another, then to Golluk. 
 
    “Should we be worried about sleeping with our eyes closed,” Bartlebee joked, “I’m so glad I’m not a nobleman’s son, if that’s how conceited you get, count me out. So…did I understand him right? He ran down the alleys, and left the two civilians, in hope the Goblins would be distracted?” He asked as they walked toward their cabin. 
 
    Golluk hung his head shamefully, “I do believe that is what Master Tarek meant, he couldn’t use his magic and panicked. His instructors and I have tried telling him for years he needed to learn swordplay, just in case, but he would never have it. ‘Unsightly blisters’, he would always say.” They walked in silence for a moment, unsure of how to make the Golem feel better about his terrible excuse for a charge. “But,” Golluk said imitating clearing his throat, “tomorrow should be the Cleric test, and that, I am sure, will put him in the best of moods. While he is not much of a Warrior, he is one of the more impressive healers I have seen in my time.” 
 
    Kheeta’s eyes grew big, “No-” she groaned, thinking of the next day’s test. “Kitsunes don’t worship gods, or at least not anymore, I don’t know about before, but I don’t even know a single God’s name!” Panic began to swirl around inside her, “how am I going to take a test about them if I can’t even say ‘hi’ to any of them?” Her tails began violently flitting side to side, one them landing on Bartlebee’s head making him laugh as he blew the fur away from his face and his tentacles wrapped around it. 
 
    “You’ll be fine, you have us, and a full day to start figuring it out. It’s pretty easy really, the universally worshipped deities represent each of the Classes, each Class has two Gods, one for the good, and one for the evil aspect of each.” The friends proceeded, into their cabin, agreeing to continue their conversation after changing into lounging clothes so they could study. 
 
     As Kheeta opened the door Celia’s sword welcomed her from its place on her bed, “you’re back,” she exclaimed pouncing across the room and hugging her sword.  
 
    Aurora smiled as she walked in to find her friend holding her prized possession “oh its back, I’m so glad, all of our items must stay behind during our tests” she walked over to her bed and wardrobe to search as she changed, “yup, its all here, that’s a relief.” They hurried to get ready and headed back to the main room where the boys were setting up their study night, when Kheeta groaned. 
 
    “Okay, so don’t hate me,” she said looking down at her hands, “but you know how I’m the Party’s Mage? Well, I kind of don’t know how to use my magic... I mean I’ve done it once, but I don’t really know how I made it happen, and I don’t know what to do.” They stared at her in disbelief and she felt her cheeks grow warm. “No one used magic in The Den, but when I used mine, and I saved my friend’s life…” Her voice trailed off before she began again, determination emphasizing every word, “I didn’t know what role I wanted to take when I started my journey to get here, but in that moment I knew I wanted to be a Mage.” She paused again, the anxious gears in her minds toiling away, “I just also…don’t know what to do, so…do you think you guys can help?”  
 
    “Of course!” Bartlebee exclaimed, “That’s what teammates are for.” She smiled back, opening a book on the table, prepared to learn everything she could for the upcoming tests. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 7 Temples and Gods 
 
    
       
 
   
 
    Kheeta woke curled in a tight ball hiding beneath her blankets. She slid off the mattress and to the floor, letting out a yip as she touched the freezing stone, “Why in all the Gods is everything freezing!” She yelled across the cabin as she curled into a ball, her body momentarily stuck from the shock of sudden temperature drop. Vines slithered to her from the neighboring bed, lifting her through the air and under Aurora’s blanket.  
 
    “Wh..wh..why is it so cold,” she chattered her small decorative blossoms had curled shut, as well as the leaves that surrounded her roots. She looked smaller than usual, Kheeta looked at her friend worriedly and curled around her, using her tails to provide a mock coat. “I hate the cold, there’s a reason most florae live in swampy tropical areas,” she said as she nuzzled deeper into the Kitsunes fur. A knock on their door caused them to jump, Kheeta peeked out from beneath the covers and sighed a breath of relief. 
 
    “Hello ladies,” Golluk greeted, standing just outside their doorway. “Do I have permission to enter your bedchamber, I have news I think you would find interesting.” The girls popped their heads out from beneath the blankets and nodded, giving the golem a questioning look. “It would seem we are, once again, no longer on the island, and that the next test has begun,” he answered after realizing they weren’t leaving the warmth of the bed.  
 
    “Oh,” Kheeta said looking back to Aurora, “well all her blossoms are curled in on themselves cause its so cold, are you going to be able to walk?”  She looked at her friends trying to think of an alternative when Golluk walked in and scooped the pile of blankets that was Aurora into his arms and out to what he had wanted to show them. As they rounded the corner into the main room they saw the windows half covered in snow, looking out they could see only several feet before a blizzard obscured the world from view.  
 
    Bartlebee drug a dining chair across the floor, jumping onto it trying to peer over the snow pile that had built up on the windows edge. “Oh yea, yup, that definitely looks cold,” he said eyeing the deep snow drifts “what a day to be four feet tall, I’m gonna poke around for some snow shoes.” Kheeta nodded in agreement, telling Aurora to just worry about staying warm as she went to help look for snow supplies.  
 
    About an hour later they were all geared up, after finding supplies and weapons hidden in one of the back storage closets. They set out from the cabin, not exactly sure which direction to go, the soft green grass and scattered wild flowers were replaced with thick snow and scattered rock formations; looking in the distance they could see giant snow-covered mountains just beyond their clearing. 
 
    “They expect us to navigate a blizzard?” Tarek exclaimed in frustration, any warmth from cabin lost to the windy, snow covered, landscape before them. 
 
    “Where are we supposed to go, everything looks the same!” Aurora yelled over the wind that had increased to the point of whipping at her face painfully. 
 
    “I don’t know! I can’t see anything, I can hardly see you!” Bartlebee responded his small voice fighting to be heard. They stumbled through the snow, Golluk taking the lead and working as a plow of sorts but the snow fell so hard it didn’t offer much help to Bartlebee. “I’m pretty sure a few of my toes have froze off,” he said trying hard to peer through the unrelenting blizzard. “What are we even looking for, I’m gonna ‘pop’ back an icicle before we find anything.” Golluk turned, plucking his friend from the ground and placing him on his shoulder. “Thank you! My Gods that snow is deep!” Kheeta tried really hard not to laugh, realizing that Golluk was going to have to carry her short friend like a child. “And don’t you laugh at me!” 
 
      
 
    You are welcome to join him as wel…” Golluk began, Aurora wrapping herself around him before he could finish, vines securing themselves around the iron chest and strapping her to his back.  
 
    “Thank you,” she said, her voice trembling with cold, “I promise, I’m not typically this useless.”  
 
    Before anyone could say anything Tarek surprisingly chimed in, “I mean I wouldn’t say you’re being useless, you’re a Florae… you can’t help much with snow. Now our Mage on the other hand,” he said shooting Kheeta a searing look. “A good Mage would be able to surround us with a shield of sorts, they could protect us from this blistering cold, we could have left much earlier, and my Golem wouldn’t have to carry anyone. A good Mage is really all we need right now.” 
 
    Tears stung Kheeta’s eyes as she spun around to face the Cleric, but Golluk grabbed her and covered her mouth before she could even think of what to say. 
 
    “Pardon me Miss Kheeta, but… we need to remain quiet,” the large Gollum whispered, pointing to movement in the sky.  
 
    A shadow began forming and taking shape in the distance. “There’s something coming this way,” she said, frustration steeling her voice as she gripped her short sword tightly. A loud screeching sound split the air and Kheeta dropped her sword, both hands instinctively covering her sensitive ears. “What is it?” She yelled over a second, louder screech. 
 
    “It sounds like a Baetrim,” Golluk offered as he scanned the sky for the source of the sound, the blizzard beginning to let up now. 
 
    “What’s a Baetrim?” Kheeta asked, before being thrown violently to the ground by a gust of wind, covering her in snow. Looking up she saw a creature that was the size of a Dragon, with the head and leathery wings of a bat, long white fur, and a tail that ended in a massive club. Shaking, from both fear and cold, Kheeta watched the Baetrim fly off into the distance, seemingly unaware of their presence. 
 
    “That… was a Baetrim.” Golluk finally responded, the creature several hilltops away now. “They are known for causing blizzards and breathing solid streams of ice. Once their prey is frozen they smash them with their tails and then eat the frozen chunks.” Golluk finished explaining as Kheeta and Tarek picked themselves back up out of the snow. 
 
    “I wouldn’t have pegged you for being interested in creature studies Golluk.” Bartlebee interjected from his perch on the Golem’s shoulder. 
 
    “Master Tarek’s father had me study many different topics, so that I can be the best Party member I can.” The mist in his visor swirled around and Kheeta thought his tone sounded almost proud. 
 
    “Well I don’t think that we should be sitting here waiting for it to come back.” Tarek suggested looking in the direction the Baetrim had flown from. “Hey squid-kid,” Bartlebee turned and glared at the Cleric as he continued. “Can you see anything up there?” 
 
    Bartlebee scanned the area for a moment, raising his tentacles to keep the snow out of his eyes. “I think I see a building in the distance… over that hill!” The Meripint was excitedly jumping up and down on Golluk’s shoulder until his foot slipped on the wet metal. “Ahhhhhh,” Bartlebee exclaimed only to be caught, inches from the ground, by two strong vines. 
 
    “Come here purple one,” Aurora’s voice cooed as she began to pull him up to Golluk’s back. 
 
    “I’m not purple,” he argued as she pulled him close to her chest, forcing his skin to involuntarily prove him wrong as he heated from embarrassment.  
 
    “You are now,” Aurora responded causing her and Kheeta to both laugh at the awkward Meripint, as they began walking toward the ancient stone building.  
 
    Several cold, painful, minutes later Kheeta found herself on ancient stone steps, she looked around in awe at the large temple that surrounded her, so large the spires seemed to rake the clouds. 
 
     “I don’t see a door, it’s possibly another test,” Golluk said, looking around. 
 
    Bartlebee slid down the Golems arm before slipping to the ground, “you wanna go through the Gods again while we look,” he asked catching up to her.  
 
    “Sure, there’s still a few I’m having a hard time remembering,” Kheeta replied gratefully, turning to her Meripint friend. 
 
    “Okay why don’t you tell me as much as you can, and then I’ll fill in the blanks.” Bartlebee had taken her hand and began walking over to their right so that they could talk out of the roaring wind. 
 
    “Well I remember that there are ten divine total… Megoria is the Goddess of magic and knowledge; and her opposite is Regaris the God of power and corruption.” She recited trying to think back to the hours of studying the party had given her; all of them, except for Tarek, sacrificing much needed sleep so that she would not be at a disadvantage. “Then Tormentula is the Goddess of thieves and shadows with Foongahro being the God of luck and mischief… I think…” She trailed off at the end not sure if she had pronounced the Fungee God’s name correctly. 
 
    “It’s Fongarah,” Bartlebee chuckled, causing Kheeta’s tails to twitch with embarrassment. “Other than that, you’re spot on! Who’s next?” 
 
    “Well let me think,” She began placing a furred hand to her chin, her tails swishing back and forth with thought. “I’m pretty sure that the God of coin and creativity is Ahquora.” 
 
    “Goddess, my goddess in fact,” Bartlebee said, his face beaming as he gestured for her to continue. 
 
    “We also have Lithera who is the Goddess of lust and lies, Petorii who is the Goddess of life and love, and if I’m not mistaken the God of death and decay would be Windiigan.” Kheeta was proud of herself for remembering eight out of the ten. 
 
    “You’re right,” Aurora interjected as she walked over with a smile. ” See, no reason to be worried. The last two are Craydon the God of protection and loyalty; and Gogalog the God of war and violence.” Two vines extended to help them up, “We found the door, it was hidden by a bunch of snow that fell off the hill but, I’m pretty sure Golluk’s almost done digging it out.”   
 
    “Perfect timing,” Bartlebee said jumping from his seat and stooping into a low bow, “shall we ladies,” he asked, locking his arms in theirs as they headed towards the test.  
 
    The door they came to was just as massive as the temple it belonged to, Kheeta craned her neck peering towards the top, “how is anyone supposed to open this thing,” she wondered aloud, looking to her party with bewildered eyes.  
 
    Golluk looked around, “perhaps there is a lever somewhere near,” he said walking to the wall to inspect it.  
 
    “I don’t know,” Bartlebee hesitated, the Warrior test needed strength to open the door, so maybe this is similar, but I can’t think of how a Cleric would open something so heavy.” 
 
    “Ah-ha”, Golluk exclaimed, “I found something, I don’t know what it is exactly, but it definitely does not match the rest of the wall.” He beckoned the rest of the group to where he had found a small carved divot, below it was a snowy pedestal with several tokens.  
 
    “Oh I know what these are,” Aurora exclaimed, “each of these is a different God’s emblem.” She strode up to pluck a coin from the stone surface, “This one right here,” she turned it so they could see the Aven man on one side and a strange symbol on the other. “This is Regaris’, one side depicts him, the other has the arcane sign for power. There has to be more to this though, we can’t just go shoving random coins into the wall, I don’t really want to know what will happen if we get this wrong.” They all turned, looking for an idea, as Kheeta’s tails brushed the pedestal, revealing a scrawled message that was burnt into the stone: 
 
    Darkness fades 
 
    Spirit soars 
 
    Grassy glades 
 
    And stormy shores 
 
    A helping hand 
 
    Friend or foe 
 
    A foreign land 
 
    Love and woe 
 
    Life is given 
 
    Yet slowly earned 
 
    take and receive 
 
    each in turn 
 
    “Well, I think we can agree I’m not going to be much help at this,” she chuckled, “because that made no sense.”  
 
    Aurora squeezed her eyes shut and massaged her temples as she tried to think, “I know I’ve heard of something similar to this I just… I can’t remember what it is, if it’s a blessing, or a hymn dedicated to a God, and if so I’m not sure which ones.”  
 
    Tarek snorted, “I expected better of a Florae, but I guess you all have the simple minds of animals, don’t you?” As he finished his insult there was a loud howl from their left, drawing everyone’s attention. “Is that…” Snarling sounded from the right as a blue and white blur slammed into Golluk’s back, sending the Golem into the snow. 
 
    Their ambusher looked like a large wolf, its fur frozen together by the dozens of icicles that covered its body, behind them a large blue stinger sat posed to strike. “Helcians,” Bartlebee breathed as Tarek slammed his mace into the creature’s stomach, sending it flying off the iron Golem. 
 
    “Thank you Master Tarek,” Golluk said, slowly rising to his feet, four deep gashes in the metal of his back. 
 
    “Are you okay?” Aurora asked him as he turned and she saw his wound. 
 
    “Yeah, it takes more than a couple cuts to drop him,” Tarek interjected as he smashed the skull of the Helcian that attacked them. “However, these things usually hunt in packs so let’s get focused.” 
 
    As if on cue, two more Helcians jumped off the pillar to their left and the Party readied their weapons. “There’s only two, we can take them.” Kheeta yelled, trying to encourage herself as much as the rest of the Party. As the Helcians snarled two large icicles exploded, inches from her feet. “Now what?” Kheeta exclaimed, annoyance in her voice. 
 
    “Looks like a few Blizzit are hunting with the Helcians,” Aurora answered, dodging another ice blast from the small flying creature. 
 
    “What’s the plan?” Bartlebee squealed as he shot a glob of black, sticky, ink into the face of a Helcian. 
 
    Kheeta surveyed the scene from her cover as the two Blizzits continued their icy barrage. They were nine inches tall, had four wings, four arms, and had a soft blue glow; making them appear as floating orbs from a distance. They didn’t use any weapons that Kheeta could see, the ice shards coming directly out of their palms.  
 
    “Tarek and I will handle the Helcians,” Golluk said as the ice-wolves began to circle the two applicants. “Bartlebee, Aurora, take down those Blizzits.” 
 
    The Florae didn’t have to be told twice; Kheeta watched as Aurora grabbed her dagger by the point and threw it towards the Blizzit, dropping it out of the sky with ease. “Yes!” She exclaimed as Bartlebee shot a rock from his sling and fell their second flying foe. 
 
    The Kitsune’s attention was pulled back to Golluk and Tarek, who were expertly fending off attacks from the Helcians. No longer pinned down, she decided to join them and began running in their direction. You can do this Kheeta! 
 
    As she reached the duo she saw Golluk grab the smaller Helcian by the tail and lift it high into the air, before slamming it into the stone pillar next to him. Turning her gaze to the second opponent she saw it lunge at a distracted Tarek, its stinger poised right at the Sylphyte’s heart. Reaching her arms out Kheeta shoved him as hard as she could; pushing him out of harms way, and causing an icy hot pain to envelop her leg. She stared down in horror as the stinger of the Helcian pinned her leg to the ground. She opened her mouth to scream for help but Aurora was already swinging Kheeta’s dropped short sword, cutting off the creature’s tail before ensuring its head followed suit. 
 
    “Are you okay?” Bartlebee panicked, running to Kheeta’s side with eyes wide from anxiety. 
 
    “Helcian poison will turn that leg into an ice sculpture before too long… move over,” Tarek commanded as he pushed the Meripint out of the way. 
 
    “What are you going to do?” Kheeta asked, the thought of turning to ice petrifying her and the pain in her leg making it hard to think of much else. 
 
    “I’m a Cleric… I’m going to heal you,” the Sylphyte responded with an irritated tone. He pulled out the stinger and placed his hands over the wound. A soft golden glow emanated from between them and Kheeta could feel her skin knitting itself back together. After a few minutes of concentration Tarek’s forehead dripped sweat, but Kheeta’s leg was healed. 
 
    “Thank you… so much,” she said throwing her arms around the boy momentarily before realizing what she had done and quickly releasing him. 
 
    “Well we’re still no closer to getting in the door,” Golluk observed as he pushed futilely against the large stone slab. 
 
    Tarek groaned loudly, “my Gods, I really do have to do everything don’t I?” He quickly closed the distance between himself and the wall, snatching one of the coins up and slipping it into the slot. The words on the pedestal began to glow golden, and the door swung open with such force the temple around them shook, snow falling onto the nearby pathways. “See? Simple,” he plucked the token from the wall and held it up for them to see; the message fading back to the smudged burnt letters in had been before. “Petorri’s coin… That’s her hymn. Honestly,” he exclaimed, disdain slipping off his tongue.  “She is the Goddess of Gods, the one who began it all, center of all divinity. The complete witlessness of my team is horrifying, and I at least deserved to be with peers near my stature.” He turned and walked into the dark temple, not bothering to wait for the others. 
 
    Kheeta sighed, “You know, he can be a really big jerk, and if I ever accidently cast fireball, I really hope he’s there...” They all laughed and walked in behind her, the tall ceilings echoing their footsteps down the corridors. 
 
    Once they were all inside the doors closed with a soft thud, torches and several fireplaces burst to life, warming them from the chill of the mountain. Tarek stood in front of a door at the far end of the room, already attempting to open it.  
 
    “It is nice to see you are so eager,” a squawking voice rang out, causing them all to jump. “However, first there are words that must be said.” The wavering form of Az’rocc kneeled before them, “I apologize I was unable to meet with you in person today,” he began, standing to walk though his form remained unmoved, “ I was called away for a job last minute you see.” He kneeled once again, this time the visage of an injured man entered the room along with him as he worked to heal him. “I wanted to congratulate you all for making it to Dauntless Dungeons Cleric test, once I am done explaining, the door,” he gestured towards Tarek who impatiently hung on the doorknob, “will open and you will enter one at a time. Once in the room you will notice ten statues, each with a brazier at its feet. All you must do is place your hand upon the Anima orb and the Gods will do the rest, if you are sought, flames will ignite at that Gods’ feet. If that does not happen then an energy shall be released and when your hands leave the crystal, you will be back to your cabin.” He looked at each of them giving an encouraging smile, “You may go now, I look forward to seeing the kind of Quester you become.” With that the projection fluttered out of existence, leaving the group to themselves.  
 
    Tarek promptly opened the door, giving them a snarky wave as he walked inside, the entrance disappearing behind him. Soon after the door reappeared Aurora went through, and then Golluk. Bartlebee offering to stay and help Kheeta practice for a short while before heading through the door himself.  
 
    Now it was just her, she sat near the fire looking fixedly at the embers. It’s nice being warm and having a moment to myself but it’s so creepy in here, she thought looking around the empty room. I’m not going to pass this test by just standing there when I just learned about them. So what am I going to do.” She twirled a fire poker between her fingers  as she waited her turn. Bartlebee talked about how the Gods can alter your path depending on if they think you’re worthy.” She felt anxiety bubbling up inside of her, a million thoughts of what could go wrong filling her mind. The stories made some of them seem so fickle, I don’t want to end up back at the shop because a God is upset I didn’t know about them and couldn’t prove myself.  A soft clank from behind nearly made her jump out of her fur, turning she found the door back at its spot on the wall.  “Well,” she said with a deep sigh, “I guess it’s time to meet the Gods.”  
 
    Inside the room she found the ten statues and braziers they had been told about, each of them turned to face a golden orb in the center of the room that levitated several inches off its podium. She walked to the surface, clicking her claws along it and feeling the energy that rolled off. “You know,” she said pressing her fingertips to the sphere, sliding them down until she could feel its warm vibrations on her palms. “I didn’t actually know about any of you until yesterday, so I don’t know if you know me, I’m Kheeta Ennaery,” A tingle ran down her spine, it felt as if every nerve in her body was being gently brushed with a feather, overloading her senses and causing her legs to buckle. She clasped the orb, holding herself up, “I want to be a Quester, a good one, like when they used to help people because it was the right thing to do.” Once again, she was overwhelmed, this time every nerve vibrating to match the crystal, the edge of her vision blackening. “I think… I think this is where I leave,” she panted trying to keep conscious. “It was nice to meet you all,” the last rush engulfed her, and it felt as though her body had been filled to the brim with the heat of the dual suns. The last thing she heard before giving in to sleep was the sound of several faint laughs. 
 
    Waking up on the grass once again, she sighed, and stared off blankly. My arms and legs are numb, she rolled her head to the side, oh yay, I’m the last one in the field. I took so long I think everyone else is heading off to dinner. She rolled, trying to get up, but her muscles ached in silent protest, sending a stabbing, tingling, pain across her limbs. She laid her head on the grass, and closed her eyes, guess I’m here until my body decides to cooperate, or I find someone to help me home. Tapping her leg and receiving only the tingling sensation she wondered how long either would take.  
 
    “Ah, Miss Kheeta you’re back” a friendly voice rang out,” as Golluk strode up to her. “How did your test go?” 
 
    “Erm, well… I didn’t pass the Cleric’s test and I kinda did something stupid.” Kheeta rolled back over, facing the sky and trying to lift her arms. They hovered several inches from the ground before collapsing back down. “I didn’t want the Gods to think badly of me, so I tried to prove myself by not letting go of the orb when I should have. I was thinking it would show I have… tenacity or something? But with how my body feels now, I think they’re just telling me I was foolish.” She thought back to the end of her test, “and probably laughing at me…” Kheeta chuckled as she looked around, “has everyone else eaten?” Golluk scooped her up in his arms and began walking towards their cabin; his cold metal a pleasant contrast to the burning she had felt earlier.  
 
    “Miss Aurora, and Bartlebee took plates for the three of you back to the cabin as they did not want you to eat alone. I, of course, have no need for corporeal nourishment, and Master Tarek has been too busy boasting to do anything else.” He opened the door and she immediately saw what he meant, Tarek stood on a chair; loudly proclaiming his families greatness and the legacy he was sure to leave.  
 
    “Ah look, it finally found its way home,” he jeered. “So, did any Gods want to waste their time, and why is my Golem carrying you?” Contempt filling his face as he realized she was using his ‘possession’.  
 
    She gulped back a lump in her throat, “n-no, no, none of them chose me, but I held onto the orb after the first pulse… pretty sure I wasn’t supposed to, cause now my body doesn’t want to work.” She looked down at her lap in embarrassment, “uhm, what about you though, did you get the one you wanted?” 
 
    Dejection crossed his face momentarily before being replaced by his typical snobbish sneer. “She chose not to claim me… yet, clearly she only wants the best of the best… but what else would you expect of Petorii. I was still chosen by eight of the others.” 
 
    “Oh, I had three choose me,” Bartlebee chimed in cheerfully over his mouth of potatoes. 
 
    “My parents would be thrilled,” Aurora mused, “all ten were willing to take me...” 
 
    Kheeta’s brows raised in surprise, “wow even the death guy, what’s his name…uhm…?” 
 
    “Windingan,” Bartlebee finished for her, giving a surprised look as well. 
 
    “Yea well…swamp Necromancers can make great minions, and the death god knows it.” She stared off into distant memories, unease filling her eyes before coming back to them, “I’ve told you that story though, there’s no way I could become one after that.” 
 
    Kheeta slipped from Golluk’s grasp and stumbled to Aurora, “but-, that also means you were picked by Petorii, and if the Goddess of Life and Love wants you, then you must be the best of the best.” She hugged her friend and stuck her tongue out at Tarek. “You know what, I bet she’s even a little disappointed she doesn’t get to have you as her Cleric.” 
 
     Tarek jumped from his chair, “I’m going to get food now. I’ll see you during tomorrow’s test,” he declared, brushing Golluk out of his way to walk out the door, slamming it behind him. 
 
    “Whoops,” Bartlebee covered Kheeta’s mouth with a tentacle, “you accidently brought out his…” Bartlebee gulped, “emotions.” They chuckled as he handed Kheeta her food. “So you kept holding onto the orb huh?  How’d that go,” he gave her a quizzical look. 
 
    “Well at first it wasn’t too bad, it kind of tickled, but like all the way to the bone, and it made my legs give out, but I kept holding on.” 
 
    Aurora laughed as she sat at the table, “so you just sat there clinging to it and being tickled?” 
 
    “No,” the Kitsune chuckled, “I talked to them too, you know, in case they were offended I didn’t know about them before. Then the second wave of energy came and made every inch of my body vibrate. I almost blacked out, it felt like I was about to spilt apart. The third one did make me pass out though, that one was like being on fire inside and out, it was hotter than anything I’ve ever felt.” She shuddered, the memories of the pain flooding back. “Then I woke up in the field and Golluk brought me here… by the way Golluk, you never said how your test went.”  
 
    He shrugged as he looked through the bookcase, “constructs will not be taken in by the Gods as we are not of their creation... The moment I touched the Anima orb I was transported back here.” He looked over to see Kheeta’s troubled expression, “it doesn’t bother me,” he assured, “besides we have much more important work to do.” The three continued to look at him with confusion, “she needs learning to use magic for the Mage test in two days does she not?”  
 
    Aurora hit palm to her forehead, “Gods, I completely forgot! I know some, but I’ve never tried teaching before, can either of you do any spells?” 
 
    Bartlebee shook his head, “nah, unfortunately Bard ‘Magic’ is all I can do… But,” he said shoving his last bite into his mouth, “I’m still more than happy to help,” 
 
    Golluk turned to the hallway, “I think I might actually have something that may be of assistance as well,” he said walking into his room.  
 
    Bartlebee continued to search the cabin for more help and books, while the girls worked together to control and channel Kheeta’s abilities. She held a steady ball of light the size of helmet when Golluk returned to the common room. “You seem to be learning quickly,” he observed holding a large book in his hands. 
 
    “What’s that?” Kheeta asked the orb of light fading out as her concentration broke. 
 
    “Master Tarek has a rather large collection of spells that his father gave him,” Golluk explained. “I’m sure he’d be upset if he knew I took it… so I was thinking, maybe Bartlebee could just copy down a page or two.” 
 
    “Oh I can definitely do that!” The Bard responded happily, pulling out his sketch book and using his ink to record the first few spells. After a few minutes he handed the book back to Golluk, who snuck it back under Tarek’s bed. 
 
    The party once again spent a large portion of the evening laughing, bonding, and helping Kheeta prepare for her test. 


 
   
  
 

 8 Carnivorous Plants  
 
    Kheeta groaned as she opened her eyes, the sunlight peering in through her curtains duller than usual, oh great, where are we now? She thought as she sat up. Wherever they were the air was thick and stuck to her, making her fur feel like a wet garment. “Eww, no” she clawed at the blanket trying to unravel herself from it only managing to land in a crumpled pile on the floor. She cringed, looking towards her roommate only to find Aurora missing from her bed, by the Gods when does that flower wake up? She thought with a chuckle noting that Aurora had been the first up every day so far. 
 
    As she opened the door from the bedroom to the living room area she saw Golluk peering out the window. “Hello Miss Kheeta,” he greeted in his usual cheery manner. 
 
    “Hey Golluk, how’d you sleep?” She asked stretching and letting out a long yawn, the humidity making her want to go back to bed. 
 
    A chuckle rolled out of the mist in his visor as he replied, “I don’t have to sleep Miss, I’m not a physical being, so I don’t get tired.” He beckoned her to where he stood, “care to see where we’ve landed today?”. 
 
    “I didn’t realize that,” Kheeta replied as she took the spot next to him, looking out to see a colorful jungle. 
 
    “It’s so hot!” Bartlebee’s voice rang out from down the boy’s hall, “where are we?” 
 
    “It would appear we are in a jungle of sorts this time,” Golluk observed.  
 
    “What! I can’t wait to see what’s out there!” he yelled across the quiet cabin, tearing through the sitting area moments later to pull open the front door. 
 
    walking outside Kheeta’s breath was taken away; before her was the most beautiful jungle she had ever seen. Thick vines hung down from the trees like ropes in a ship’s rigging while flower blossoms as big as her hung off branches above their heads. Beside their cabin wove a stream filled with fish, and on the shore Aurora sat humming extensively to a wispy red and purple sapling. Kheeta waited for her to  finish her tune before announcing their presence, "Whatcha doing? Talking to the baby tree?" 
 
    She turned, giving them a large smile, "Yup! This is Hmmnium" she said humming out what they assumed was a name. "He says that a lot of trampers come through here, and his mom told him that they travel to a green temple that sits with the rising suns." 
 
    "Wait," Bartlebee interjected, "what are trampers?"  
 
    Aurora laughed, "right sorry, that would be you guys, non-plant creatures. You know, cause most don't think about watching for the things underfoot." 
 
    "Well little tree, thank you for the information," Golluk said as he awkwardly bowed to the small plant in front of them. 
 
    Aurora chuckled as she saw the six foot metal man attempt communication and Tarek shot him a disdainful glare. "Plants don't speak common Golluk, you dumb construct." 
 
    The Golem rose slowly, his blue glow dimming with embarrassment. "Well I speak Forristian and don't worry Golluk, he may have not understood your words but he understood your actions." Aurora assured him placing a flowered hand on the giant's shoulder, causing him to let out a small sigh. 
 
    "Thank you Miss Aurora," Golluk replied, placing his large iron hand on hers for a brief moment, choosing to ignore his master. "We should go look for this temple then," he finally suggested as they started off to their right, Tarek bringing up the rear; complaining about the heat and humidity the whole time. 
 
    The jungle was like nothing Kheeta had ever seen before, unlike The Den the plant life here was bright and vibrantly colored, instead of dark greens and browns. Her nose twitched as they continued through the tall grass, giant pink petals the size of Bartlebee lining the path and giving it a sweet aroma; that when mixed with the hot humid air, was almost sickly. 
 
    "Ah," Aurora sighed deeply as she stuck her face into a bright orange flower and inhaled. "This makes me think of home," the flower girl was smiling and looking happier than Kheeta had ever seen her. 
 
    Hopping into view before her was a peculiar green creature; it was only a few inches big, had bumpy leathery skin, two strong legs in back and two smaller ones in front. It let out a deep croak and Kheeta could see that it had a row of sharp teeth in its narrow snout. “That’s an Allog,” Aurora said as she shoed the creature across the path to the lily pads in the creek, “they’re friendly but their bite can still really hurt.” 
 
    “There’s so much amazing wildlife here,” Kheeta marveled as she looked around at the treetops. The caws of large birds rang out through the air, joined by the screeches of various primates and slithering of jungle snakes.  
 
    "Wait!" Aurora called out as she rose high into the air on her roots. For the first time Kheeta was able to see exactly what resided below the leafy skirt that Aurora wore; sharp thorn-like teeth curled into a large mouth like those of the carnivorous plant. 
 
    "Whoa!" Bartlebee exclaimed as he stared up at the now seven foot tall rogue. 
 
    "There's a trap," she explained lowering herself back down to her normal height, before kneeling down and inspecting the jungle floor before them. 
 
    "yeah, under your skirt!" Bartlebee exclaimed with a loud chuckle. 
 
    "I don't see anything." Tarek snapped as he pushed past Bartlebee to stand next to the kneeling girl. "It's hot and this horrid jungle is literally the worst place I have ever been, let's go." Tarek took two steps forward and suddenly the ground gave out below his feet, and he began falling with a loud scream. 
 
    "I got you!" Aurora yelled as two vines shot out from under her skirt and wrapped themselves tightly around Tarek's waist. 
 
    "Oh my gods!" Tarek wailed as he looked down, large bamboo spikes mere inches below his feet. "Get me out of here!" He commanded shrilly as Aurora began to lift him out of the spike trap. As he neared the top Golluk's large iron hands reached out and grabbed Tarek's arm, pulling him to safety as Aurora released her vine grip. 
 
    "Next time maybe you should listen to the party rogue Tarek." Bartlebee said, somehow managing to keep his composure; a feat Kheeta knew she would have failed. 
 
    "We should really be..." Aurora began before the Sylphyte pushed past them to take the lead. 
 
    "I don't need any of you!" He looked around before choosing the path to his left, "Now follow me to the temp..." It was Tarek's turn to be cut off now as a large log, big enough to knock down a house, swung down, connecting squarely  with his chin. 
 
    "...Careful." Aurora finished with an annoyed tone as Tarek’s body disappeared with a flash of blue light, leaving his party staring on in horror. 
 
    "It looks like there were traps in front of us and to the left, but the right path appears to be clear." Aurora surmised as she finished her investigation of the paths. Kheeta followed closely behind the Rogue now, still trying to shake what had happened to Tarek from her mind. I know he’s not really dead but… he still felt that. She shuddered at the thought and kept walking, Bartlebee whistling behind her and Golluk pulling up the rear. 
 
    “Wait,” Aurora whispered forcefully as she raised up her hand. The Party listened immediately and looked the direction she was pointing. Two animals the size of The Den’s grizzly bears sat lazily in the foliage. They had faces similar to the sloths that Kheeta and Celia would watch back home but their long fur was bright orange and shaggy. They had large stomachs, four extremely long arms, and a large shell on their back. “Those are Korlax… they’re very slow and dumb but they’ve got the biggest temper in the jungle.” Aurora whispered as they all gathered in close to hear. 
 
    “Do you think we can sneak past them?” Bartlebee asked eyeing the creatures. 
 
    “It’s our only play,” the Florae agreed as she stood and surveyed the area. 
 
    "Do you hear that?" Kheeta asked as her ears perked up, a distant rushing sound filling them. 
 
    “It sounds like a river,” Golluk remarked as he turned his head to their left. 
 
    “Okay, let’s start heading that direction then.” Aurora planned as they began to follow her, careful not to alert the Korlax to their location. 
 
    After a few minutes of nail-biting tension, they were past the creatures and out of harms way. Kheeta took a deep breath, letting go of the anxiety sneaking had caused. “That was really impressive Aurora,” Bartlebee complimented as Kheeta walked to the river’s edge. 
 
    "How are we supposed to get across that?" She asked, perplexion spreading across her face and her two tails drooping. 
 
    "It'll be easy for me! I can breathe water," the Meripint reminded them with a smile. 
 
    "You might want to reconsider that Master Bard…" Golluk replied gesturing to the deep green water. Just below the surface Kheeta could make sparkling gold flecks swirling in every direction. 
 
    "Those are Skinsnappers," Aurora identified looking at the river as well. "They are vicious, blood-thirsty, creatures that hunt in large swarms. They have transparent skin and gold colored organs to lure in their prey… they’d kill us in seconds." 
 
    Bartlebee gulped as he pulled his foot out of the water, "never mind. Does anyone else have any ideas?" The group shook their heads in reply and then took their seats on the river bank to brainstorm a way across. 
 
    "Maybe we could swing across on the vines?" Kheeta proposed reaching above her and wrapping a hand around a thick rope-like plant. 
 
    "I'm sorry to be difficult Miss Kheeta but I don't think one of those vines would hold me..." Golluk said turning his misty visor to the ground and shifting from side to side. 
 
    He's right, there's no way they would support his iron weight. Kheeta thought to herself as her eyes scanned the river bank for another solution. After another few ideas were suggested and denied the group finally decided on a course of action.  
 
    "Okay Golluk, you push the tree over, and that should make a bridge that we all can pass over." Aurora surmised as they all walked over to a large dead tree, blackened from both fire and age. "It should be super easy, it's been an empty shell for a long while." 
 
    Kheeta looked at the charred trunk, a knot forming in her stomach. "Are you sure it will hold us? What if the fire made it too weak?" Her tails flicked back and forth, bopping Bartlebee on the head. "Sorry," she whispered, grabbing each tail and draping them over her arms.  
 
    Golluk placed his large hand on her shoulder reassuringly, "Do not worry, we will cross one at a time smallest to biggest, so you will be going second." He turned to the tree and braced himself against it, digging his feet into the ground. "If you would all be so kind as to move back, I would hate to injure any of you," he asked waiting patiently until they reached a distance he deemed acceptable. Squatting he began pushing with all his strength, the tree creaking where his shoulder and hand met trunk. The bottom shattered with a thundering crack, echoing through the jungle canopy and sending dirt flying high into the air. 
 
    Coughing and waving dust away Kheeta sneezed as she saw Bartlebee climbed up the roots and onto the tree that was now laying across the river. "I'll over and then you follow, okay Kheeta?" 
 
    She watched as the nimble Meripint made his way across the large black tree to the other side within moments. "Oh... I guess it's my turn huh?" She said as she sneezed again, the dust in the air still agitating her delicate senses. She gulped deeply as she slowly climbed onto the makeshift bridge, looking down to see the blue water quickly fade to black,  the roaring river almost drowning out Golluk's words. 
 
    "Don't worry miss Kheeta, I will hold it steady as you cross," he assured as stood locked in place. 
 
    I know you’re going to hold it, I just wish I had someone to hold me.” A half hearted chuckle turned into a sneeze and the Warrior caught her just before she splashed into the water. 
 
    Aurora ripped a branch off the tree and held it out toward the Kitsune, “here, to help yourself balance.” 
 
    "Just don't look at the Skinsnappers " Bartlebee exclaimed as Kheeta began her trek across, "they give you major dinner eyes." 
 
    "Yes," Aurora interjected, I'm sure that's helpful for her to hear right now B!"  
 
    Kheeta tried hard to ignore her friends chatter as she crossed the log, terrified to make any missteps. As she neared the end she heard a splash and felt a sharp tug on her stick. Looking for the source revealed a terrifying eyeless creature; its curved body wrapped around the stick, while its barbed tail stabbed and latched into the wood. The monstrosities’ razor-like claws sliced off pieces of her staff, causing her to drop it on the log at her feet. The Skinsnapper quickly anchored its barb and began ripping at the log with stubby arms, shoveling the pieces into its razor sharp mouth and devouring them. The bridge will splinter in half if it loses too much more, Kheeta thought as she reeled back and kicked the creature back into the water. She sprinted the rest of the way across and jumped down next to Bartlebee, her tails poofed up in distress, but otherwise fine.  
 
    "Those creatures are servants of Windiigan himself!" Kheeta insisted, trying to still her trembling heart. I hate, hate, hate Skinsnappers, she thought to herself as she watched Aurora rise up on her roots and confidently cross the log in three movements, the aquatic creatures giving her no pause. 
 
    "Okay Golluk its your turn," Bartlebee said anxiously watching as the golem climbed onto the trunk, causing it to groan. "That's a little concerning," he whispered to the girls, worry filling his face.  
 
    The Golem continued across as though the fallen tree had not just loudly protested his excursion over it. As he neared the middle several snaps filled the air, everything went completely still for a moment, no one daring to speak.  
 
    "I-" Golluk began as the log beneath his feet splintered into a thousand pieces, cutting him off and dumping him in the river.  
 
    They watched in horror as the Skinsnappers moved beneath the water towards where Golluk had fallen in. The iron-man let out a scream as several of the creatures jumped out of the water and sunk their barbed tails into his shoulder; slashing at him with their claws and biting him relentlessly. Within moments Golluk sparkled gold from the transparent monsters enveloping him and he fell backwards, submerging himself in the water before a blinding blue light signaled the end of his test.  
 
    "That was awful," Kheeta murmured, tears filling her eyes as she hugged her tail. “I didn’t think Golluk could feel pain.” 
 
    "Yeah," Bartlebee croaked, "Golems are created with a dulled pain response so that they can still be controlled." He looked at the girls and cleared his throat, "I’m sad that he’s gone too, but we need to keep moving…”  
 
    Aurora straightened up, "B is right, we'll see him at lunch, let's get going so he doesn't have to be alone with Tarek for too long." She led the way towards the temple, weaving them between traps and through the jungle until the trees receded; letting them out into the clearing of a large green temple.  
 
    The blocks seemed to be held together with gold as the space between each was a glimmering yellow, and the architecture of the temple was angular with stones stacked on one another; the largest on the bottom and a long staircase leading all the way up the middle to the top and smallest square. 
 
    “I guess that’s the temple we were told about,” Aurora said as they reached the bottom of the large staircase. 
 
    “Ugh, stairs…” Bartlebee complained as they began their long ascent.  
 
    “We’ve made it past spike traps, and Skinsnappers and the stairs are where you moan?” Kheeta asked with a chuckle, causing the Meripint’s blue cheeks to flush a deep purple. 
 
    As they reached the summit of the stone building Kheeta turned around to admire the view… for as far as she could see were trees and flowers, a group of Korlax beat on their chest and shells, whooping before jumping off through the canopy, it didn’t look like people had been here in hundreds of years. “It’s locked,” Aurora said with a grunt as she tried to pull open the door handle. “Though, after everything so far, I think I should have expected that.” Kheeta watched her vines snake their way out of the plant girls skirt and slide delicately into the opening of the lock. After a few moments of struggle Aurora let out a small cheer as a soft click freed her from her task. “Yes,” she muttered to herself as she stood to face what remained of her party, “it’s unlocked now.” 
 
    “I knew you could do it!” Bartlebee said encouragingly as Aurora slowly pulled open the massive stone door. “Wow, you must be really strong!” 
 
    “Actually the door is surprisingly light,” Aurora replied with a quizzical expression. “I guess they didn’t expect a lot of Warriors to make it this far into the Rogue’s test.” 
 
    Kheeta followed Aurora into the temple with Bartlebee close in tow and the inside was simply breathtaking. The gigantic temple was almost completely hollow on the inside, and being on the top floor, that meant a perilous trip for anyone who fell off the small bridge that led to a floating platform in the center of the room. “Well I don’t see anyone,” Kheeta remarked as they slowly began their walk across the bridge.  
 
    Mustering the courage as they reached the platform she looked over the edge and immediately wished she hadn’t. The floor looked up at her from dangerously far below and her stomach knotted instantly. “I don’t get it,” Kheeta said as Bartlebee and Aurora looked around the room, trying to figure out what the next objective could possibly be. 
 
    “Congrats to all of you!” A cheery voice echoed through the hollow structure, sounding easily ten times louder than it was. “We know that our test is rather hard to reach but we assure you…” The voice continued, seeming to grow louder by the second. “That was the easy part.” Kheeta looked up as the voice concluded, letting out a loud scream she fell down. Hanging upside down by a thick web, mere inches from her face was Morla, the neurotic Rogue Pro Quester. Now that she was significantly closer than she had been earlier Kheeta was able to get a good look at her. Her spider body and legs were a pearl white with rose pink designs and trim. Her skin was a dark greyish-blue, and she had four eyes, one on top of the other with two on either side of her nose. 
 
    “Thank you,” Aurora replied, being the first to regain her senses. “I had a great time exploring the jungle on the way here, and disarming the traps was amazing!” Her excitement had boiled over now and her pitch had risen a few octaves. 
 
    “She thinks they got them all. I know how silly. I guess I could tell them… You’re right I really should,” Morla chattered to herself as she began to turn in small tight circles, still hanging upside down. 
 
    Bartlebee coughed as he shifted from one foot to another awkwardly. As if broken out of a trance and remembering they were there Morla turned her attention to them, stopping herself mid-spin. “We appreciate your excitement but you’ve been mistaken… You didn’t disarm all of the traps.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Aurora asked, a look of panic washing over her delicate face. 
 
    “Yeah, Aurora disarmed every trap we came across,” Kheeta supported before adding, “well her and Tarek’s face,” she added with a snicker. 
 
    “When you opened the door to this temple you triggered the deadliest trap in this jungle.” Morla continued to explain as a sadistic smile split her face and for a moment Kheeta was scared. “This temple has been slowly filling up with a clear poisonous gas that will dissolve you from the inside… unless you get the cure.” She explained as she dropped down off of her web landing with spider-like grace on the stone platform. 
 
    “What!” Bartlebee exclaimed, pulling on his tentacles in angst.  
 
    “Where’s the cure then?” Kheeta asked more than a little anxiety showing in her voice. 
 
    Morla swept her hand behind her in a grandiose gesture and before their eyes the air between the platform and the outer wall began to harden into three bridges. “At the end of these bridges you will find a door, beyond that is the cure. A true Rogue can adapt to any situation so that is all that we will tell you. As she finished three large doors materialized into existence. 
 
    “I guess this is where we split up again,” Kheeta said as she gave both of her companions a tight hug. 
 
    “Oh, and you might want to hurry, the poison has a one-hundred percent lethality rating and takes effect in fifteen minutes.” Morla warned them as they all scattered across the bridges as quickly as possible now. 
 
    Kheeta took a deep breath, her hand resting on the doorknob to her Rogue’s test. This is it Kheeta… you can do this, her thoughts were interrupted as a tight pain in her stomach almost forced her dinner out of her. Oh my Gods that hurts! Must be the poison, she reasoned with a grimace. All the more reason to get this done with then. She pulled on the door and stepped through, instantly being transported to a dark and damp cave. 
 
    Kheeta blinked as she tried to get her eyes to adjust to the sudden change in lighting. Where am I now? She thought to herself, with a hint of frustration. Looking around revealed slimy moss covered walls and damp musky air. Small puddles littered the floor and the sounds of squeaking could be heard from somewhere close by. “Well I guess I should get going then.” Kheeta said to no one in particular as a sharp pain shot through her arm and she let out a quiet yip. I don’t have much time… 
 
    The darkness was hard to penetrate even with her low-light vision, and the echo in the cave threw off her sense of sound. The tunnel that she had found herself in winded to the left turning twice before doubling back on itself and branching right. I’m never going to find it in time! Kheeta’s thoughts panicked as she began to quicken her step, the poison already having her nauseous and light-headed.  
 
    Large green mushroom caps littered a small corner of the hallway giving off a soft glow and Kheeta decided to take a moment to catch her breath. A loud squeaking split the air as she leaned against the wall her tails brushing over a hole. Movement from in the crevasse caused her to spin around and stare, eyes wide with fear. After a few moments she saw a lizard crawl to the edge of the hole and jump. Kheeta expected it to fall to the ground but the curious creature had leathery flaps of skin on its side that allowed it to glide through the air. I know I just read about these guys in that book at the cabin, what are they called? Kheeta thought to herself as she tried to remember the creature studies book. The sound of loud dripping sparked her memory, Piptriks! That’s right, she thought happily watching it soar across the hallway and let out a small squeak as it went over the mushrooms. 
 
    Just then a puff of green smoke erupted from the top of the fungi, covering the lizard, who dropped out of the air instantly. As it hit the cave floor three of the mushrooms uprooted themselves, revealing long spider legs and several large bulbous eyes. They stabbed at the Piptrik with their sharp legs, ripping it into pieces and devouring them. Those must be the Fungrooms Aurora told be about last night. She said when they hunt they get ravenous so… I need to get moving, like now. She continued down the path until she could finally see a room in the distance. 
 
    Forcing her aching legs to trudge forward she entered the room and couldn’t help but gasp. It was large, easily fifteen feet by twelve feet if Kheeta had to take a guess, but what was in the center took up all but a few feet of the area. Large seven foot leaves, vines thicker than most ropes Kheeta had used, and three massive heads made up the largest carnivorous plant she had ever seen. A Venova Dente! How am I supposed to get past that? She thought to herself as one toothy mouth yawned, revealing row upon row of thorny spikes and a large red tongue that snaked on for almost a foot. Kheeta had heard stories about these things but hoped that she would never see one. 
 
    Scanning the room frantically for anything that the fox girl could use to her advantage she saw her goal… nestled behind the behemoth of a plant was a large treasure chest. The cure has to be in there! She assumed as she placed her back as tightly against the wall as she could, beginning to slowly shimmy her way around the room. Kheeta held her breath, her stomach a flurry of butterflies, and her throat knotted into a tight painful ball, as she prayed to whatever God was listening. As she finally reached the chest she knelt down before it, inspecting the lock. 
 
    “Drats! I don’t have any lock picks to even attempt this!” Kheeta exclaimed louder than she meant to as her hand bolted to cover her mouth. Almost too afraid, she slowly turned to peer at the sleeping monster with one eye, to find it still deep in its slumber. Letting out a sigh of relief Kheeta began to relax, her shoulders slumping, the tension in her stomach leaving, and her tails flopping downwards. 
 
    A deafening roar exploded through the cave causing Kheeta’s blood to run cold as she turned around much quicker this time. Her tails had bopped the monster on one of its snouts, waking and enraging it. The Venova Dente Looked at her hungrily as she raised her hands to shield herself. The seven foot mouth opened wide and for a split second, before a blinding flash of light, she could feel every thorny tooth piercing her skin. 
 
    “Ahhhhhh!” Kheeta screamed, her hands above her head to ward off an imaginary assailant. “Wait… what?” Kheeta said looking around, “oh yeah… dear Gods. It felt so real…” 
 
    “You’re telling me Miss.” Golluk chimed in as he walked up to join her. 
 
    “Oh poor Golluk, I’m sorry.” She sympathized remembering  the poor Golem’s demise to Skinsnappers.  
 
    Golluk just shuddered and looked at the ground as a bright light next to them signaled the arrival of Aurora simply beaming with pride; followed shortly by Bartlebee who was chuckling heartily.  
 
    “So?” Kheeta asked turning to the newly arrived party members. “What happened?” 
 
    “I’ll tell you in the springs,… my roots are aching and I need a soak.” Aurora replied beginning to head towards the entrance of the women’s shower room.  
 
    The group spent the remainder of the evening in the springs where Aurora told them that there was no cure in the chest, simply a note that read:  
 
    ‘Ha Ha! Got you! The poison isn’t lethal!’ 
 
    After she picked up the note the Florae was finished with the test and transported back to the island.
  
 
    “Well I think that either of you would be fantastic Rogues, and tomorrow we get to see who’s the best Bard.” Kheeta reminded them as she sank lower into the hot water her twin tails swishing beside her.  
 
    “I can’t wait!” Bartlebee squealed, diving under and bringing bouts of laughter from the Party. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 9 Perform or Die 
 
    Kheeta poured over the copies of Tarek’s spells that Bartlebee and Golluk had made her; eyes darting frantically over the pages trying to absorb it all at once. 
 
    “You’re up early,” Aurora’s voice chimed through the early morning quiet, only a few Paloofs chirping outside. “I mean you even beat me.” 
 
    “I didn’t sleep last night,” Kheeta informed her without looking up from her page. She had spent all night practicing the light orb spell that was given to her and was finally to the point where she could begin to shape the light into more than just an orb. 
 
    “Well show me what you learned,” Aurora said excitedly jumping next to her on the bed; her vines still pulled back into her nightwear, revealing more of her green body than usual, causing Kheeta’s cheeks to heat up as she took note of the girl’s curves. 
 
    “Well… okay,” she replied shaking her head, to rid it of distracting thoughts. She raised her hands and began to chant the incantation repeating it over and over again. Within moments, a large ball of light had manifested between her palms. She concentrated as hard as she could, letting the room and Aurora melt away so she could be alone with her magic. 
 
    The Florae clapped as the orb of light began to constrict, shaping itself into a sharp shard, floating between the Kitsune’s furry hands. “That’s wonderful Kheeta!” 
 
    “The spell says that I should be able to launch it as a projectile,” she informed the Rogue as the orb flitted out, her concentration broken. “So far that’s all I can do…” Kheeta looked down at her bed spread, “I still have a lot of practice if I’m going to pass tomorrow.” 
 
    “Well don’t worry I’m sure you’ll be fine.” The last word of Aurora’s sentence was punctuated by a small knock at the door. 
 
    “Uhm, girls? Are you up yet?” It was Bartlebee’s voice and they could hear Golluk behind him, shushing him and insisting that he shouldn’t wake them up. 
 
    “Yes we are,” Aurora hollered back, “just let us finish getting dressed.” She shot Kheeta a wink, and the Kitsune’s cheeks burned even hotter, she noticed me staring, I know it! 
 
    The vines around Aurora’s body began to wiggle and writhe, covering her bosom and forming the floral attire she was known for. Once Aurora was done getting ‘dressed’ Kheeta opened the door to their room and saw Golluk standing behind a jumping Bartlebee. 
 
    “You will never believe where we are!” The small Bard squealed as he continued to jump up and down with excitement. “Come on, quick! Look outside!” He was pulling on the sleeve to Kheeta’s shirt now, as he ushered her over to the window. 
 
    Outside their cabin was a long cobblestone street with buildings on either side of the road and a few pedestrians scattered along it. “Are we in Dravenmoore?” Kheeta asked trying to place their location. 
 
    “No, we can’t be.” Golluk answered walking over to peer out the window as well. “The floating clock in the square is gone and the buildings here aren’t as tall.” 
 
    “Well wherever we are it’s a city and I’m excited!” Bartlebee yelled hopping up onto the table to get a better view out the window. 
 
    “I don’t care where we are, someone better tell me what all the noise is about!” Tarek yelled from the boy’s bedroom, and a pang of guilt hit Kheeta in the stomach as she realized she hadn’t noticed his absence. 
 
    “Sorry Tarek I just love towns! Plus, today is the Bard’s test and I know I’m gonna nail it!” Bartlebee had a look of determination on his face that made Kheeta believe there was nothing that would stop him from passing. 
 
    “Well since we’re all up we might as well head out,” Aurora suggested shooting Tarek a sarcastically sweet smile. 
 
    “I couldn’t agree more,” Bartlebee said as he threw open the door to the cabin, the sounds of the town almost overwhelming the small room. 
 
    As they walked out into the street they could smell fresh apple pie and black brewed ale coming from an inn, and see several merchants calling out their wares to passerby’s. “Hello sir, my name is Bartlebee,” the small Meripint said introducing himself to one of the townsfolk with his hand extended. The man just looked on as if Bartlebee hadn’t spoken, or the man hadn’t heard him. Deciding it had to be the latter, he tried again, “hey, I was wondering if you could tell me the name of the town we’re in?” Again, only dead stares met his question in response. 
 
    They continued to the town’s center, walking past shops filled with sweets and supplies, as Bartlebee continued trying to get anyone’s attention to no avail. “Well, maybe since this is the Bard’s test, they wont respond until they’re entertained.” He mused aloud, jumping up onto the edge of a nearby fountain and beginning to sing and sway; but still their presence went ignored. “You know, it’s rude to ignore an entertainer!” Bartlebee yelled into the square only to be met with silence once again.  
 
    “The dumb squid botched his own test,” Tarek cackled, receiving a glare from the Meripint. 
 
    “You know what Tarek?” Bartlebee began, but paused when he saw Kheeta’s ears pivoting around. “What do you hear?” 
 
    “Footsteps,” she said pushing them down an alley, “coming fast, and a lot of them.” They dove behind several discarded barrels just in time to see a line of eight guards pass by. “I feel like we probably don’t want to be seen by them.” 
 
    Tarek stood, exasperated, “You can not honestly expect me to skulk around these smelly damp backways.”   
 
    “Hey, stop! There they are!” A large guard in full plate yelled as he gestured to Kheeta and party, several more guards cutting off any routes of escape. 
 
    “Wait! What have we done?” Kheeta exclaimed as two of the guards began moving closer to them. 
 
    “You’re under arrest for murder, conspiracy, and treason.” The first large man explained as his muscular hand grabbed Aurora by her arm. 
 
    “Wait there’s been a misunderstanding!” Tarek yelled insistently as he tried in vain to wrench himself free from a Berejorn’s grasp. 
 
    “No misunderstand, you come with us now,” The Berejorn replied tightening his grip on Tarek and pushing him forward at the same time, forcing him to walk. 
 
    The guards escorted the party through the city streets, everyone but the city watch seeming to not notice their existence. After awhile of walking Kheeta saw their destination, a tall castle with high walls and a drawbridge stood before them. “The King will be your judge and jury, so make sure your case is convincing.” The first guard spoke again, “otherwise he’ll also be your executioner” he warned, pulling open the doors to reveal a large throne room.  
 
    Kheeta walked forward, third in line behind Tarek and Bartlebee, into the room, facing a throne that was turned away from them. What’s going on? Kheeta thought to herself as she looked down at the metal cuffs the guards had placed her in. 
 
    “What’s going on?” Tarek yelled, voicing Kheeta’s internal monologue. 
 
    The throne spun around to reveal a small, only four-foot, Musmeer that Kheeta recognized immediately as Pip. “You have been brought before the great and powerful King Pip for judgement.” 
 
    “Why isn’t your test like everyone else’s?” Tarek fired off at the squirrel-man with a fixed glare. “You capture us, put us in shackles and then have the audacity to charge me with crimes!” 
 
    “You are toeing a fine line boy… I will say that King Pip is a merciful soul, so I am willing to give you a chance to avoid the hangman.” Pip said staring down at the group intently, all playfulness in his demeanor gone. 
 
    “Whatever it’s just a stupid Bard test, it’s not like it’s an important one.” Tarek muttered to himself, but Pip had heard him, and a look of displeasure broke through his charade. 
 
    “Boy you just don’t understand… Gregorian!” Pip called out and one of the guards to his right removed his helmet and donned a black hood. 
 
    “Pip, please!” Tarek begged as Gregorian grabbed his arm firmly and pulled him away from the party queue. “You can’t do this Pip, no, stop!”  
 
    “How dare you address a King so casually!” Pip scolded, baffled by the level of disrespect this applicant was showing. He nodded to Gregorian and the latter kicked Tarek in the back of his knees causing him to collapse to the ground with a grimace. Before Tarek could react Gregorian had brought his large axe down in one swing, severing Tarek’s head as a bright blue flash filled the room. The party let out a collective gasp of shocked and horror, the fact that their test had officially begun dawning on them. 
 
    Kheeta watched Bartlebee gulp, realizing he was next. “You Meripint, if you entertain me then you shall be spared.” Pip explained as Bartlebee was brought before the King by guards. 
 
    “Thank you for the opportunity to perform for you, it’s truly my honor sire.” Bartlebee said as he bowed deeply and Kheeta raised her eyebrows. Wow, he really seems to know what he’s doing. “Today Sire, if it pleases you, I will be singing the ballad of the Pirate Dave.” Kheeta noticed that the floor where Bartlebee and Tarek were both brought had large runes carved into the marble floor, and further inspection led her to notice similar runes placed on the floor between him and Pip as well. Kheeta started to wonder what the runes were for but didn’t have to wonder long, as Pip began to sing the runes started to glow and pulse. The second rune in the middle of the room erupted with green light,  that faded and the illusion of a young man stood in its place. As Bartlebee continued to sing his sea shanty the illusion began to move about the confines of the rune, sword fighting pirates, digging up treasure, and acting out the Ballad of Pirate Dave. Kheeta found herself laughing pleasantly as she tried to focus on the lyrics to the song: 
 
    “When I was a wee little lad, 
 
    on the good old main land. 
 
    I went and found a ship, and bought myself a trip, 
 
    out on to the ocean blue. 
 
    Little did I know, the ship that I did row, 
 
    had itself a pirate crew! 
 
    They pillaged and they plundered, 
 
    all while I wondered, 
 
    ‘What am I going to do?’ 
 
    So I picked up a sword, 
 
    and got on board, 
 
    I guess I'm a pirate too. 
 
      
 
    So quake in your boots, 
 
    and shiver in your pants, 
 
    when you hear of the Pirate Dave. 
 
    For if you do, I'd be sorry to be you,  
 
    cuz it'll be a watery grave!” 
 
    Pip was laughing and clapping along with the song, obviously enjoying himself and Kheeta smiled too. I’m glad Bartlebee’s doing so well, he deserves it. Kheeta thought to herself as suddenly a flash of light lit up the room and the Meripint was gone. “Next,” Pip commanded as a guard grabbed her arm now. 
 
    “Oh boy, here it goes.” Kheeta said reassuringly to herself under her breath. 
 
    “You’ve got this girl,” Aurora mouthed trying to give her friend some borrowed confidence. 
 
    “Now fox, you’ve been charged with conspiracy against the crown. The punishment for such a crime is death! However, I am a merciful King, as you have just witnessed.” 
 
    “Oh, yes Sire you are most merciful,” Kheeta replied trying to mimic Bartlebee’s bow, her second tail flopping over onto her head, and ruining all pretense of professionalism. 
 
    “Well if you can entertain me then you too shall be spared, fail and you’ll end up like the Phyte.” Pip warned as Kheeta looked down at the rune below her. She racked her brain trying to think of a song to perform and then it finally hit her; one of Celia’s old books had an ancient Kitsune lullaby that Kheeta used to be obsessed with. Yes, that’ll do, how can he not love illusion foxes? “Well?” Pip asked raising his eyebrows and staring at the girl. 
 
    Kheeta cleared her throat, “Sire I would like to perform Hush Now Little Foxling, it’s an ancient lullaby from my people.”  
 
    “Very well, let’s hear it.” Pip replied as Kheeta cleared her throat once again and began to sing in a nice, slow and sweet tone; a mother fox cuddling her baby under a cypress tree materializing on the center rune. 
 
    Hush little foxling, dry your little tears. 
 
    Come here, now darling, your momma, is right here. 
 
    Don't be afraid now, though I, now must go. 
 
    I want you to forever, and to always truly know, 
 
    that you are my foxling, 
 
    my little cherub pie. 
 
    So hush now my darling, 
 
    I don't want you to cry. 
 
      
 
    Remember, me fondly, in the coming years. 
 
    And remember, to always, stand up to your fears. 
 
    There's so much too teach you, just so much to say. 
 
    I love you, my angel, in every single way. 
 
    My end, has come now, 
 
    and it's time to say goodbye. 
 
    Hush now, little foxling, 
 
    I don’t want you to cry. 
 
    Go out into, the world now, be strong and kind and brave. 
 
    Come and, tell me tales, when you visit at my grave. 
 
    Clapping filled the throne room and Pip wiped a tear away from his eye, as a bright light engulfed Kheeta and she was suddenly back at the cabin; Bartlebee running around to everyone he could, bragging about his Bard’s test.  
 
    “Yeah! Kheeta’s back,” Bartlebee whooped as he ran over to where she stood. “How’d it go? Did you pass? Oh man, you should have seen Tarek when I got here...” His words fell out in a jumbled heap, “sorry,” he chuckled pausing to allow her to answer one of the many questions he had blurted out. 
 
    She smiled at her friend, “It’s okay, I’m really excited too, cause I passed, and I made,” she paused imitating a posh aristocrat, “King Pip cry.” She laughed loudly as she finished, wiping a tear from her own eye.  
 
    “What?! You made him cry? After I had him laughing and clapping along you just go up and make him cry?” He asked bewildered. “You must be one heck of a Bard.” Suddenly Aurora was standing between them, causing them both to jump. “Holy redcaps! You scared the ink out of me,” Bartlebee exclaimed looking at his floral friend with a smile. “How’d you do? Was Kheeta’s song really that sad?”  
 
    “Oh yes,” Aurora replied, “her song had everyone misting up, especially Golluk,” she joked, drawing a chuckle from each of them. “I passed pretty easily, I mean forristian is basically humming and musical sounds. Plus singing is one way we draw in food, so…” She trailed off awkwardly at the wide eyed stares she received as her Party thought back to the thorny mouth they had seen yesterday.  
 
    Golluk appeared next to them, cutting the awkward tension and causing Kheeta to yip. “Oh Golluk did you pass?” She asked turning to the Golem, as he hung his head. 
 
    “No, sadly I didn’t, I was made to carry objects, not notes I suppose.” Golluk looked disappointed even as he joked. 
 
    “I know what will cheer you up!” Bartlebee said climbing up the Golem’s arm to rest on his friend’s large shoulder. “To the springs!” The Meripint’s tentacles all pointed in the direction of the hot springs, bringing a bought of laughter from the group. 
 
    “I think that’s a great idea,” Golluk replied, perking up a little as they turned to walk to the hot, rejuvenating water for a night of reflection. 
 
    Reflecting is exactly what Kheeta found herself doing late into the night, the trio of moons shining down brightly through her window. Thoughts of Celia, her mom, dad, and the rest of The Den, racing through her mind; assaulting her with doubts and insecurities about the Mage test the next day. I have to pass tomorrow! Kheeta told herself with grim determination. If I don’t then this will have all been for nothing… Thoughts both good and bad taunted her endlessly as she fought with the concept of sleep, chasing it fruitlessly. 
 
    If I’m going to be up all night I may as well be productive. She slid off her bed going to the small bookcase in their room for her copied spell book. She paced quietly as she scanned the pages, searching for a better grasp of her abilities. She had found how to light the way with the orb, how to shape it into projectiles, she had even seen a way to dry wet items with it, but she had yet to find another offensive use.  There has to be something here, there is no way that our first ability leaves us defenseless at close range, there’s got to be more than being a God forsaken lantern!  
 
    Frustration was boiling inside her, she wanted to scream and cry, to throw the book or punch a wall as pressure settled on her chest. Tossing the book on her bed she shoved her face into a pillow and released her frustration, her tails bopping her on the head as she did. Sighing she reached for the spell list again,  I can’t just get upset and give up looking. What if I have to fight tomorrow? I’ve got to be missing something.  
 
    Her eyes scanned the pages for the thousandth time, looking for any words that struck her as combative, when she came across one that had been written differently that the others. “Pantelum,” she whispered aloud,  at least it’s a word I don’t know, she figured, turning the page to investigate. As her eyes scanned it a smile spread across her lips reaching ear to ear. Thank the Gods, I think I found it, she cheered internally. Going out to the common area she began practicing her newfound knowledge, determined to conquer it before the morning suns began to rise. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 10 Beyond Realms 
 
    Kheeta awoke to Aurora gently shaking her, “hey there sleepy foxling, stay up late studying again?” She sat next to her friend as she stretched and woke up. 
 
    “Yeah, I was too nervous to sleep so I thought I’d practice… and it’s a good thing I did, I learned something great!” Kheeta thought back to the moment she finally mastered the spell. “How did you sleep?” Her chest fluttered as she asked, worried that she may have woken her roommate during the night in her frustration. 
 
    “Oh I slept sound as a rootling, thanks for asking. You’re lucky the rejuvenation pools help with exhaustion, or I think you’d be a ghoul by now.” They chuckled in agreement as they stood to look out the window and see where they had been dropped. 
 
    Outside was an unnatural darkness, almost as though a black cloth had been draped over the cabin. “Well that’s creepy,” Bartlebee said, entering the room from behind and startling them. “Sorry,” he chuckled as Kheeta smoothed her fur back down, slightly embarrassed. 
 
    “Yeah,” Kheeta agreed addressing his comment, as she finished de-poofing her tail. “It is really creepy, I cant even see through it… like at all. I’ve never seen anything this dark.” She went to the door and opened it to find the entrance was just as intimidating as the window. Kneeling, she strained, trying to see even the ground outside but finding nothing. She timidly reached out to touch the darkness, half expecting to find them in the belly of a beast. To her shock as her fingertips reached past the wooden frame the void began lighting up, reds and purples swirling out from her hand. “Whoa,” she exclaimed in utter wonder pulling her hand back slowly. What is this? Where are we? Thoughts raced through her head as she stood in the doorway, “come try this,” she said at last; eager to share this amazing discovery with her Party. 
 
    Aurora stepped forward eager to try, dark greens and blues spread outwards from her flowered hand to meet with Kheeta’s own swirls of color. Bartlebee bounced up and down, “that is so cool! I have to try!” He thrust his hand through the dark doorway and vibrant oranges and white burst into the air making him bounce even more with excitement. “Golluk, hurry and come here, I want to see what color you are!” 
 
    The golem joined the group with Tarek trailing behind him, his smug confident smile making Kheeta want to throw something at him. “What color I am?” The Golem asked, perplexed as Bartlebee drug him by his hand, and shoved it into the darkness. A nearly glowing blue, much like Golluk’s mist, and a soft pink emitted from him, twirling through the air to join the others. 
 
     Tarek sneered at the party, “it’s like you’ve never seen the Astral Plane before.” They turned to stare at him with dumbfounded expressions and by the tone of his voice Kheeta could tell he was irritated. “Just walk through the door so it will light up  and we can see the way already!” He gave Golluk a shove, which sent the rest of them tumbling through the doorway as well, before he followed after them himself; golden yellow and silver ribbons flowing into the void as he did… 
 
    Color exploded around Kheeta as she rolled onto hard nothingness, before weaving its way through the darkness before her. Within moments, the center of the sky had a sun and moon that sat side by side; one a brilliant orange, the other a glowing blue. The sky itself became a mixture of purples, pinks, and gold; and the hills around them shifted between shades of green and dark blue as an unfelt breeze rippled across the ground. Surveying the valley she found a sparkling silver and white river winding its way to a massive red coiled snake, easily two-hundred feet high . 
 
    “Hello Questers,” A voice rang out through Kheeta’s head. “I welcome you to your most perilous test yet,” looking around at her Party’s confused expressions Kheeta was sure that this was telepathy.  
 
    “Where are you?” Bartlebee asked as he looked around for the source of the greeting. 
 
    “Where I am matters not, what does… is whether or not you will be able to survive the Mage’s Maze.” As the voice finished the floor began to shake, and out of the ground before them large stone walls rose up, taller than any house. After a few rumbling moments, the colors settled and the maze was constructed. 
 
    “So our test is to finish your maze?” Tarek scoffed, almost offended by how easy this seemed to be. 
 
    “I don’t think that’s all there is to-“ Aurora was cut off as the voice corrected him. 
 
    “I said survive the maze not just finish it.” As she finished Kheeta gulped, thank the Gods I stayed up late last night studying. 
 
    “How do we get in?” Bartlebee wondered as he pressed on the wall in front of him trying to find an entrance. 
 
    “We all get to go into the maze together?” Golluk asked the disembodied voice with surprise. 
 
    “As you enter the maze you will be transported to separate tests.” Disdain at the constant questions and interruptions apparent in the frustrated tone that continued, “now then, the time for words is past, begin!” The voice yelled loudly this time, causing Kheeta to unnecessarily cover her ears. 
 
    “Still didn’t tell us how we actually get-“ Bartlebee started as a shimmering green portal slowly appeared on the grey stone wall. “Well I’m not a portal expert, but I think that’s our entrance.” 
 
    “You’re not much of an entertainer either,” Tarek fired as he ducked into the green void, leaving the stunned Meripint behind. 
 
    “It’s okay Bartlebee, you aced your test and we think you’re fantastic.” Aurora said placing a vine on her friend’s shoulder, trying to comfort him. “Not to mention cute.” 
 
    “Uh… um… thanks,” he stuttered, turning a deep purple before hurrying through the portal himself. 
 
    “So I guess this is it Kheeta,” the Florae said turning to face her and backing towards the warbling light. “I wish you the best of luck!” She waved goodbye as she disappeared backwards through the shimmering portal before them, followed shortly by Golluk, leaving Kheeta alone... 
 
    Okay… you’ve got this. She tried to convince herself as she slowly approached the light, I wonder what’ll be like inside? Well, I guess there’s really only one way to find out. Finishing her pep-talk she found the confidence needed to push herself into the unknown. 
 
    Stepping through the green light Kheeta was met by a familiar impenetrable darkness, and turning around revealed the portal to be gone. She shook her hands rapidly, hoping color would appear as it had before, but to her dismay nothing happened. Think! What do I need to do? She said survive… but I cant survive if I can’t se-, she cut off her own thought, feeling foolish that she had even had to think about it, as she summoned a familiar orb that dispelled a small area of darkness around her.  
 
    The floor of the maze was constructed of hard grey cobble-stone with bits of moss and weeds growing through the numerous cracks. The walls were of a similar stone and stretched higher than Kheeta’s light illuminated. Well scaling the maze is out of the question. She concluded bitterly as she continued to inspect her surroundings. After a few minutes of searching for something to defend herself with proved fruitless Kheeta decided that she needed to start moving, picking a path and starting nervously down it. 
 
    Her footsteps echoed off the walls and down the corridor she followed, sounds in the distance putting her on edge, is something was following me? Looking at the stone beneath her feet she saw claw marks scratched into its surface, following the trail as far as her eyes could see. It appeared as though the creature they belonged to had made them while running through the maze. A chill ran down her spine, well if I didn’t want out before… I certainly do now. She looked around for any indication of where she should go, but the darkness and height of the walls blocked her only known landmark, the snake tower, from view. Okay Kheeta, game plan. How am I going to try and find my way out? Her ears swiveled around, taking in as many sounds as they could. The path behind me is silent as far as I can tell… she moved to her left, where the wall opened to another hallway. Listening, she could hear soft trilling sounds far down the path. Walking to her final option she could already hear the sound of multiple claws against stone, and as her ears rotated she found even more signs of movement. Oh man, I really don’t want to go down there… but with all those creatures that has to be the way.  
 
    She froze as a rock skittered into her circle of light, coming from the monstrous path and making her stomach sink, oh Gods! What am I going to do? Kheeta panicked, a million thoughts racing through her mind like a stampede of wild horses.  
 
    She frantically looked around her location for a weapon, and after a few seconds she found one, a metal bar sticking out of the maze wall. Grabbing it with all her strength she heaved to the left and heard a loud snap, as the metal bar split in two, leaving her with a sharp make-shift javelin. 
 
    Movement ahead, a few feet outside the lightened area, made Kheeta flinch as she clutched the rod tightly. Come on… what are you? She thought with anxious frustration as she leaned against the wall and began slowly moving towards the sounds. After a few more feet, something wet, slimy, and thick connected with her fur. “Oh gods!” She exclaimed, before quickly covering her mouth and staring into the darkness ahead with a terrified expression. A moment of silence passed before Kheeta allowed herself to breath again, turning her attention back to the slick substance coating the wall and her shoulder. 
 
    As she inspected it closer she could see that it wasn’t just any wet slime… but drool. Kheeta looked up slowly to see a monster that she couldn’t have made up in her most horrific nightmares, its visage burned into her mind. 
 
    The creature’s head resembled that of a panther, but lacked the cat-like ears in favor of none at all. Its empty eye sockets were sunken in, gaunt furless skin black as obsidian pulled and stretched so tight it seemed to blend into the skeletal form underneath in places. The monster’s nostrils appeared to be sealed shut as well, making Kheeta wonder how the creature maneuvered as she stood underneath it paralyzed with fear. Its body was slender, the skeleton visible through skin as if it suffered from malnutrition, with contrastingly long  and strong limbs ending in three hooked claws on each of its four legs. Five large, quill-like protrusions extended from its spine, each standing two feet in length with loose vertebrae attached to them, rattling as it tilted it’s head towards Kheeta; her heart racing even faster now, threatening to explode. 
 
    A loud screeching howl split the air and broke Kheeta from her trance as the monster turned it’s full attention to her. Its entire head had opened up into three sections, all lined with barbed teeth, gnashing at the air between them. Slowly digging its claws into the stone, it began crawling down the wall towards the panicked Mage; its back vertebrae rattling and rat-like tail whipping behind it. Opening its head again and bellowing out a howl the creature jumped off the wall, landing with cat-like grace mere feet before Kheeta. 
 
    If I can see bones, I can break bones, Kheeta reasoned as she swung her make-shift spear with all her might at the monster’s drooling head. To her shock, the weapon passed through her adversary with the same resistance as a pool of water, and it was the creature’s turn to attack, swiping at her throat with a long sharp claw. 
 
    Kheeta barely managed to duck in time, panic overwhelming her as she swung the pole again; this time at the exposed rib cage, the beast’s gaunt skin giving her an easy target. Only, once again her attack phased through with little to no apparent effect. I can’t beat it! Kheeta concluded with panic as she turned to run back the way she had came, as fast as her legs would carry her. 
 
    Scratches and rattling followed behind, growing ever distant, but the echo of the maze making it almost impossible for Kheeta to gauge the actual distance. What in the Gods’ names was that? She screamed in her head as she ran, her lungs beginning to burn now, and her legs slowing; she was going to give in to exhaustion before too much longer. I can’t quit now… She thought to her self with grim determination, as she noticed the sounds of the cat-beast were gone. 
 
    Deciding that she needed to take a break and regain her stamina, Kheeta stopped and sat down. She looked at the pipe in her hand, all the comfort of safety it had provided before, gone. This stupid thing didn’t do anything against that monster… Kheeta thought for a moment, the maze eerily quiet as she sat there alone. Maybe they can only be hurt with magic… I mean this is the Mage’s Test. Holding out her hands she focused on shaping her magic, giving it form; the orb that had been lighting her way spilt in half, beginning to writhe and elongate. As the bright glow of her concentrated magic receded she found herself holding two long whips, both radiating an aura of light across the full length.  
 
    “Yes,” Kheeta muttered under her breath as she looked down at the new weapons in her hands. Kohda always said I was better with a whip than a sword. Kheeta commented internally, smiling as thoughts of her family momentarily made the maze a little less scary. 
 
    Her happy thoughts were short lived however, as a quiet sobbing echoed softly down the corridor. “Hello? Is anyone there? I thought we were in our own tests?” Her questions were met with more soft sobbing sounds and curiosity was beginning to get the best of her, taking a right turn at a fork to follow the sounds. “Hello? I’m coming down the hallway okay? If you’re hurt, please, let me help you.” She slowly walked down the path towards the crying sounds, that continued to get louder as she progressed. Turning right down one corridor and then left down the next, Kheeta was determined to find the source of the distressing sounds. 
 
    Stopping dead in her tracks she saw a person, curled up with their knees pushed to their chest and their head down. “Hello? My name’s Kheeta, are you okay?” Receiving no response she decided to move closer; partly because she needed to see if the individual was alright, but also because she was desperate for any kind of companionship at the moment.  
 
    As she got a few feet from the individual she noticed something wasn’t quite right. Before she knew what was happening three long spidery legs burst through either side of the crying man’s rib cage. “Oh my Gods!” Kheeta screamed scrambling back as the body rolled over, limp and lifeless. It stood on the spider-like legs, the corpse’s own legs and arms dangling just inches above the ground. It’s humanoid face stuck in a permanent crying expression, staring frozen up at the dark sky.  
 
    The creature reared up, a squealing whistle coming from within, as the head struck. Kheeta rolled just in time to avoid the hollow spike that speared out of a hole in the top of the man’s head. Her ears spun around, alerting her that two more creatures would soon be upon her, I have to try and get this situation under control before more get here, she thought jumping to her feet.  
 
    Gripping her whip, she pulled back, quickly changing direction with an audible snap, launching it towards to monster and wrapping its throat. She repeated her movements with her other hand, the second whip tightly grasping one of the black legs that had burst from the corpse; causing the creature to release a pained screech as its leg crumbled and dissolved. Grasping the original whip with both hands now, she pulled with all her weight, causing the inhumane noise to stop with a final squelch as it crumpled to the floor, headless. 
 
    “Oh Gods that was terrible!” The thought of the bladed legs bursting out the man’s sides driving bile into her throat. No, no, more are coming, I can’t think about that, just focus on finishing this maze. She steeled herself as the creatures scurried towards her, trilling to the one she had just killed. They let out a shriek as they rounded the corner to see Kheeta standing near their fallen comrade, lunging onto the walls towards her.  
 
    Kheeta began whipping at their arms, driving them back as each connect left them with craters where flesh dissolved. The larger of the two rushed towards her, swiping with its bladed appendage. She took the opportunity to coil her weapon around one of the other legs, pulling the creature off the wall and onto the floor where she thrashed at it until it stopped moving.  
 
    Looking up to continue her fight revealed the other spider-like creature scurrying away, “Yes!” She exclaimed twirling her whips above her head, “this spell is amazing!”  
 
    Now that she knew how good her weapons worked she walked the pathways with confidence, her ears continuing their rotation, telling her where to strike next. After several twists and turns she found herself again in complete silence, Well this is eerie, she thought as she turned trying to decide which quiet path to take, her tails beginning to twitch behind her.  
 
    When there had been enemies to fight she had been too preoccupied to think about directions; but now, as she sat in silence, she was beginning to panic she had gone all the wrong ways. I need to hurry and get out, I can’t stay in here! Hysteric thoughts raced through her mind as she hurried down pathways, it felt as though the walls would squeeze shut on her at any moment, crushing her. Kheeta ears perked up, stopping her in her tracks, What is…? Oh Gods not again… she turned towards a familiar rattling noise, her stomach knotting up as it grew closer. I need to get out of sight, Kheeta thought to herself quickly, slipping down one of the side paths.  
 
    A loud crash down the way she had came, made her almost jump out of her fur, and the light of her whips dissipated; the sounds of the unseen monster breaking her concentration and ending the spell. Oh you forsaken… rattling around the corner cut off her thoughts, and she stared down at her now empty hands through tears. Come on you have to work… She held her hands out and closed her eyes, slowly reciting the incantation she had practically burned into her mind over the last few days. The light began to grow between her palms and she carefully split it into her whips again, just as her predator rattled into view. 
 
    Sizing up her opponent with determination Kheeta lashed out, making the first attack; her whip cracking loudly against the floor mere inches from the beast, sparks of light flying out in every direction. The monster backed up for a moment, causing Kheeta to smile, this is a cake walk now. She lashed out again, forcing the creature to continue its retreat. 
 
    “I’m going to kill you, I will complete this maze, and I will become a Mage!” She yelled flicking her whips of light, accenting each sentence with a loud crack! The last swing of her assault finally connected, and just like with the spider monsters earlier, light seemed to burn away and dissolve the skin, leaving a large scorched hole in its shoulder. A loud howl came screeching out of its mouth as the head split into three again. “I’ve got you,“ Kheeta’s taunt turned into a scream as a searing hot pain erupted in her calf, like fire licking a fresh log. Looking down at her leg revealed the source of the pain, a second creature had been hiding behind her. Using the element of surprise it managed to sink one of its long claws into the distracted Kitsune. 
 
    Kheeta swung her whips down as hard as she could, both wrapping around the arm that had impaled her leg. With a hard pull upwards the light severed the limb, causing the creature’s squeals of pain to join her own. Both of the monsters had backed away now, giving Kheeta her space and nursing their wounds. “Get out of here!” She scream as she limped towards the least wounded one., making it turn and run down the hallway, quickly joined by its hobbling companion. 
 
    I can’t believe that worked! Kheeta thought to herself, joy overcoming the pain in her leg, if only momentarily. Kneeling down she grabbed ahold of the clawed hand still embedded in her leg and gave it a quick tug. White pain caused her vision to go blurry for a moment and the maze began to spin. Blood trickled from the gash in her lower extremity as Kheeta ripped the bottom of her shirt off, tearing it into strips, and bandaging herself up with a wince and grimace.  
 
    I need to find my way out of here… I’m sure that they’ll be back soon and I’m not in any shape to defend myself now, she urged, flinching as she pulled her homemade tourniquet tight. There has to be some indication of the exit, she thought, looking around for any clues, only to be met with a familiar darkness. Well clearly seeing isn’t going to be how I find the way. Her ears swiveled trying to find any new source of noise, the sounds are just the same as they’ve been since I got here, maybe…? Raising her nose to the air she took in several big sniffs, that’s new, she thought, following the smell, it isn’t dusty or mildewed, this is almost…floral. She picked up the pace, a smile spreading across her face, despite the pain. Aurora must have gotten out! I mean she’s passed every other test.  
 
    She turned the corner to find the hallway abruptly end in a dim green light. As she realized it was a portal floating against the wall, she dove through without a second thought, landing in soft grass on the other side.  
 
    Kheeta stood, expecting to see her cabin, but her mouth was agape; the enormous snake tower directly in front of her. What? Kheeta wondered, as she frantically looked around trying to deduce where the portal had spat her out. She was in a meadow full of wild flowers, that must’ve been the smell…but how do I get back to the cabin? An enormous red tower loomed over her and looking up she realized it was the giant snake from earlier, and to her right shimmered another green portal. 
 
    “That must be the exit!” Kheeta exclaimed loudly to no one in particular as she began to limp towards it, her tails perking up and beginning to wag. I did it! I’m so close to finishing! She rejoiced in her head as she finally reached the warbling portal, slowly extending a hand to touch it. Wait… what about the tower? It was one of the first things to appear, does it have a purpose? 
 
    Questions held Kheeta captive, and she found herself unable to reach into the portal, her tails drooping once again. I’ve taken a really long time in the Mage’s test already, so I really should just leave… but what if the real challenge is to make it up there and I fail by simply leaving? Curiosity and anxiety finally won the internal war raging in her mind and she pulled her hand away from the portal; turning back to the base of the giant snake. 
 
    The tower was made of red stone, carved so life-like that Kheeta swore the bricks were really snake scales as she reached out to touch them.  
 
    “Where am I supposed to-?” She stopped her question mid-sentence as her hand found what felt like a door knob; taking a deep breath, she gave it a strong pull. To her surprise the door didn’t open at all, in fact, it didn’t even budge. “Why won’t you open?” Pushing and pulling seemed to have no effect, making her yell at the door, kicking it as hard as she could. 
 
     Kheeta was about to give up and head back through the exit portal when the scent in the air changed, causing her to crinkle her nose in disgust. “Oh my Gods, what is that?” She wondered aloud as she scanned the meadow for the source of the sensory assault. 
 
    Waddling into view from the far end of the meadow was a creature so grotesque, Kheeta instinctively look away. It stood six feet tall, had excessive rolls of skin a sickly yellow and bruised color; it had one large bulbous eye taking up residence where its stomach and pectorals should be, and the beast had no neck or head, the shoulders simply following a straight line across. Four legs, like over-stuffed sausages made a Quadra-pod for the creature to waddle on, and six large swollen arms protruded from it’s sides. Horror slithered its way into Kheeta’s mind as she realized that this monster, who didn’t appear to have a mouth at first glance, in fact had six. One in each of its palms, teeth gnashing and snarling as it ran towards her as fast as its four chubby legs could carry it. 
 
    Deciding that she didn’t want that thing’s hands anywhere near her, Kheeta quickly summoned her whips to her side, giving them both a crack in the air and sending sparks of light flying. The creature was only a few feet away now and she was sure that she had worked out a strategy. 
 
    Lashing out with her whips, at alternating rhythms, she attempted to hit the large eye that was the beast’s glaring weak spot; however, right before her whip would connect one of the monster’s arms would block it away, leaving a deep burn where the light touched. Its arms are too thick for me to try and amputate with the whip like the others… think Kheeta! Her thoughts peaked into an internal squeak as the monster threw a boulder that exploded next to her head, sending debris and dust through the air. She quickly ducked behind a large bush, temporarily blocking her from her adversary’s line of fire. 
 
    “If my whips won’t work then…” Kheeta muttered to herself as she pressed the two strips of light back together. The ends of the whips twirled and fused, reshaping themselves until they were one, forming of a scimitar. It’s not Celia’s but it’ll do. Kheeta thought with a smile of determination, adrenaline helping her ignore the searing pain coming from her still-bleeding leg. 
 
    She peeked around the bush and saw her pursuer had not only found her position, but was closing in fast. Readying her sword she rolled from behind cover, slashing upwards, resulting in two of the abomination’s hands falling to the grass as her blade severed them. 
 
    Kheeta’s eyes darted up to her foe as she regained her footing and charged again, her head low to the ground and a fire inside her. As she got within the monster’s reach she saw the three hands on the uninjured side lunge for her, teeth chomping, eager to taste Kitsune flesh. There’s no way to avoid them! Kheeta realized with horror in the split seconds she had to make a decision. Swinging her tails to her side, like a make-shift shield, she lunged forward with her blade. 
 
    Three greasy hands grabbed her firmly, three sets of teeth ferociously gnawing at her tail like a starving wolf, causing her to scream out in anguish. Using the pain as motivation, Kheeta drove the sword harder and deeper into the horror’s eye until it’s grip on her loosened and it fell down lifeless. 
 
    Staring on in shock the door to the snake tower opened, “come inside Kheeta, I’ve been waiting for you...” the internal voice from earlier beckoned 
 
    As Kheeta walked through the doorway her body was overcome with the sensation of weightlessness, almost as though each of her extremities would float away on their own. Then, as suddenly as it had began, the feeling was gone and she was dropped several inches before her feet reached the ground. 
 
    The room she had been transported to appeared to be a waiting area of sorts; fluffy chairs perched on the black marble floor, as gold and red scaled walls surrounded her. In the center of the room was a crystal ball that depicted other applicants running through the maze.  
 
    “Kheeta, so glad you could make it, come on in.” A melodic voice rang out as the colors of the far wall began to ripple and wrinkle back, revealing another room.  
 
    “Oh, uh, okay, I’m coming.” Kheeta delicately scooped her gnawed on tails into her arms wincing from the pain but not wanting to track blood across the floor as she limped her way in. 
 
    Entering the new room revealed plush carpets and a large bubbling tub, with a Sehrmic woman lounging inside, her tail lolling over the edge. A soft pink mist rose from the water in thick clouds before rolling out and off the balcony, that Kheeta realized was the snake’s open mouth. 
 
    “Hello little fox, if you don’t remember, my name is Seh’ Shira,”  the Sehrmic Mage was smiling as she held out her hand, gesturing to the pool. “Why don’t you join me? I’m sure your poor tails and leg would appreciate it.” 
 
    Kheeta began to protest, knowing that her clothes were filthy; however, looking down revealed her to be standing in the same swimsuit Aurora had made their first night at the springs. While inspecting her sudden change of wardrobe, she also noticed a growing puddle of blood that was seeping into the carpet, staining it red. “Oh no, I’m so sorry about your floor,” She said, scooping her tails up more, letting out a small yip as a stinging pain assaulted her. 
 
    “Silly child,” Seh’ Shira said, never losing her smile. She snapped her fingers and Kheeta was plopped into the water next to the Sehrmic woman. “Now then, don’t you feel better?”  
 
    Kheeta’s tails began to tingle as the pink water started to glow around her and she gaped in amazement; the flesh of her mangled tails mending itself, leaving only a pink scar that was quickly covered as her hair began to grow back before her eyes. Tears of relief and joy welled up as her tails swayed behind her painlessly, and her leg felt better than it did when she had that morning. “I suppose this is the first time you’ve experienced a restoration pool to heal wounds and not just fatigue, correct?” Kheeta just nodded, still too awestruck to speak, “don’t worry… you won’t actually have those scars, this test is just an illusion after all.” 
 
     “It felt real enough,” Kheeta responded finally finding her voice. “This Astral place might be pretty, but it’s kind of scary,” she observed rubbing one of her tails and shuddering at the memory of the creatures she faced. “Have my teammates been through here already?” 
 
    Seh’ Shira chuckled, “No, only a hand full of students have visited my tower over the years, most simply leave through the exit portal.” The Sehrmic paused to laugh before continuing, “and I apologize for the shock you must have felt when you were first injured. We’ve found that momentarily experiencing the pain of failure helps incite better strategy and logical thinking.” 
 
    “Well I’d say it worked,” Kheeta agreed thinking back to the maze. “After I was injured, I was a lot more careful and strategic about how I was going to get out. I wish that I could’ve seen more outside the maze though, it was so beautiful.” 
 
    Seh’ Shira placed her hand on Kheeta’s shoulder, “You are right about the Astral Plane. Though it is astoundingly majestic, it also holds considerable dangers, three of which you had the pleasure of meeting.”  
 
    “Oh my Gods yes! What were those? They were terrifying,” Kheeta shuddered, thinking of the animated corpse spiders. 
 
    “Well there are the Lingtrill,” her instructor said, swirling her fingers in the water until an image of the spider-like monster appeared. “They impale their prey with a spike, before burrowing into their skull and dissolving their organs; making their victim’s corpse their new home. They are drawn to people who overstay their welcome in the Astral Plane.” She waved her hand through the image dismissing it, “then there are the Trepidors, the ones that injured your leg.” Once again she summoned an image, and Kheeta absentmindedly rubbed her calf, looking at the slender creature. “These guys love to play with their food as they feed on and see by fear.” 
 
    “Plus their heads spilt apart!” Kheeta interrupted, “I’ve never seen anything so creepy!” 
 
    Seh’ Shira chuckled, “well you mustn’t have seen much of Rhespira then. The Trepidors have no sense of sight or smell so they hunt their prey by the aura of fear it gives off.” Once again, a scaly hand dispersed the image. “The last monster you faced is the Vormaw, these creatures are the guardians of relics belonging to the Astral Plane.” 
 
    “Guardians?” Kheeta repeated questioningly her tails swishing in the cool water as she stared on with interest.  
 
    “They track down and deal with those who come with greedy intentions.” As she spoke Kheeta gagged, at the image of the bloated creature before her. “I know, they’re rather unsightly, but they keep the Astral Artifacts safe and are one of the smartest races alive.” 
 
    A soft bell rang out through the air and Kheeta looked around trying to find the source, “what was that?” In response to her question a blinding light filled the room, causing her to squeeze her eyes shut. 
 
    When she opened them, the chatter of other applicants reached her twitching ears and she realized she was back on the island, having passed her Mage’s exam. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 11 Feasts & Friends 
 
    “Kheeta!” Aurora yelled trying to get the fox girl’s attention as she ran towards her. “About time, we all were wondering if you were ever going to finish your test.” 
 
    “Was I really that long?” Kheeta asked, looking up to see where the sun’s sat in the sky. 
 
    “Everyone else already finished,” Bartlebee added joining her and the Florae, along with Golluk. “You were the last one.” 
 
    “But that doesn’t really matter as long as you passed,” the iron Golem added seeing a look of distress consume the Kitsune’s face. 
 
    “I passed that’s for sure,” Kheeta said thinking back to her conversation with the snake woman only moments earlier. Her tails swooshed into her hands and she quickly inspected them for injuries, but true to the Sehrmic’s word, none of them remained. “I heard a bell,” Kheeta added remembering the strange sound. 
 
    “Yeah, they’re having all of the Parties meet up in the main hall for a celebratory feast!” Bartlebee exclaimed, jumping up and down with excitement. 
 
    “Well, I’ve never said no to food,” Kheeta chuckled back as they started walking towards the large wooden building. As they entered the room she scanned across the crowd for any indication of where they were supposed to sit. The center of the room was taken up by ten large tables while a longer one sat on a raised stage. 
 
    “I see master Tarek seated over there,” Golluk pointed out, gesturing to the pouting Sylphyte who was sitting at an occupied table. 
 
    “Well I guess we should go and join him huh?” Bartlebee assumed, heaving a sigh and walking towards the table, the rest of the Party following behind. 
 
    As they approached their seats Kheeta took a second to evaluate the applicants at the table; a large Berejorn with white fur, save the black on his hands, feet, nose and two dark circles over his eyes, sat closest to Tarek. Next to the large ursine-man was someone who looked a little more familiar to Kheeta as it was a female Satyr, she wondered if she might be from Calisto’s village and deemed it probable. A strange looking Shelidon was the third member of the new party, the turtle-man was strange in the fact that the shell on his back seemed to be broken in half, revealing his blue smooth skin below. 
 
    “Hey! Glad you guys found us, you can sit next to me,” a Kelphyte girl, if Kheeta was remembering her lessons correctly, offered as she patted the seat next to her. 
 
    “Thank you,” she replied talking the chair that was offered to her. The girl had translucent lavender skin, revealing bones that seemed to glimmer with the light, and her head resembled the cap of a jellyfish, with what looked like stingers draping down like hair. “Why the long face Tarek?” Kheeta asked her comrade who was still pouting with crossed arms and furrowed brow. 
 
    “He started throwing a fit that our Parties were sat together,” the Satyr girl answered sneering at the Phyte. “He said he’s above sitting with us, but Gorn sure set him straight, had a good verbal lashing he did.” She stuck her tongue out at Tarek who glared intently. 
 
    “Sneer all you want, you’re just mad that you’re considered dinner, goat.” Tarek taunted, trying to get a rise from the girl. 
 
    “Now, the great Goddess Megoria teaches that we should accept one another for who we are and celebrate our differences so that we can join in the common search of knowledge and peace.” The Berejorn spoke, his deep baritone voice cutting through Tarek’s whiny protests. 
 
    “We’re really sorry about him… he doesn’t really like us either,” Kheeta offered with an apologetic smile, Tarek simply grunted and turned his back to the table. 
 
    “Isn’t there supposed to be five of you?” Aurora asked from her place between Bartlebee and Golluk. 
 
    “Yeah there’s five of us,” the Shelidon answered, his voice gruff, like gravel. 
 
    “Then where’s-“ Kheeta stopped mid-question as she felt something brush up against one of her tails. Turning to see what had touched her she yelled, “Bartlebee! Thief!” 
 
    The confused Meripint turned to look behind him, and saw a Hafpint with its hand deep in his pouch. “Hey stop that!” Bartlebee scream as he tackled the robber to the ground, a tentacle pinning each hand while the Meripint’s own hands held the creature’s chest. 
 
    “Wait!” 
 
    “Stop!” The other Party exclaimed as everyone at the table bolted to their feet. 
 
    “Does someone care to explain?” Aurora asked, a bemused smile on her lips as she looked at the little rogue. 
 
    “That’s Klept,” the Kelphyte girl said, as if that explained anything, “he’s our fifth member,” she added after seeing their still offended expressions.  What race is he? Kheeta wondered as Bartlebee held out his hand and received a large clawed one in reply. Pulling hard he helped the boy to his feet and she realized he was smaller than her Bard friend by nearly a head, standing only about three and a half feet tall, as he moved his skin gave off an iridescent sheen, shifting from black to a deep purple. He looked at them with faceted eyes, scarlet rubies, that sparkled as he smiled at her group. His sharp, toothy grin split his face ear to ear, as he bowed deeply. “That’s his way of saying sorry,” the Phyte girl explained, gesturing to her silent teammate. 
 
    “Hey!” A loud voice thundered through the room, causing Kheeta and Bartlebee to both jump in alarm. “Do you mind if the rest of us get on with the event? Or are you not done being disruptive… yet again.” Gorn asked, not lowering his voice at all, causing everyone who wasn’t already looking, to turn and stare at their table. They mumbled their embarrassed apologies as they took their seats and prayed that the attention would be off of them in a moment. “We would like to congratulate you all on finishing your exams,” Gorn continued after the room had settled back down. “What you have accomplished is no small task, and we all are…” The large shark-man paused as if the next word was going to cause him pain, “…proud.” This was met with a round of applause from the gathered Parties, who stared on eagerly. 
 
    “Tomorrow morning we will be announcing the results of the tests and afterwards hold the graduation ceremony.” Seh’ Shira added. That’s weird, Kheeta thought, I didn’t even see her come in. 
 
    “Tonight we relax and revel in our victories!” Morla ended with a roar, jumping up onto her chair, her face masked with bright yellow war paint. 
 
     Pip jumped up, speaking before she could continue, “each of your tables consists of two Parties, take the evening and get to know one another.” 
 
    “A big part of Questing is networking and Guild management,” Az’rocc squawked in agreement before he was cut off by an eager Morla. 
 
    “So talk, mingle, eat, and revel in your victories!” The neurotic spider-woman commanded loudly once again as food appeared on every table. 
 
    “Morla, you need to calm down,” Seh’ Shira urged as she wrapped her long tail around the Arachling. 
 
    “We will not!” She screamed in reply, kicking all of her legs at once as she was drug off the table. 
 
    “And they said we were the disruption?” Bartlebee joked as the Party let out a loud laugh. 
 
    Kheeta took a moment to admire the feast that had manifested before her. Steam rose from potatoes and corn, chicken and ham were both served as center pieces, with rolls and butter all perfectly golden. “Wow,” Kheeta mustered, her eyes sparkling, as she grabbed a chicken leg and began loading the plate before her with food. 
 
    “Well I guess we should start by introducing ourselves,” the Berejorn offered as he took a big bite of corn. “Seeing as Klept tried to pick your pocket and all,” he shot the small Rogue a stern look before continuing. “I am Lu’Roe, I fill the position of Party five’s Cleric. I hail from a monastery nestled deep in the high mountains of Behrador, where we worship the teachings of all ten divine.” He bowed his head, turning toward the Shelidon, giving him the floor.  
 
    “Yes well, I’m Tehsugon,” he began, his low gruff voice capturing everyone’s attention. “I’m the Warrior. I came here to get stronger so I can defeat the beast this belongs to.” He held up his weapon, a large hammer with an enormous tooth where the metal head would usually be. He nodded to the Kelphyte, allowing her to speak and leaving everyone with even more questions than before he spoke. 
 
    “My name is Soza,” the Kelphyte said waving a clear, shimmering arm. “I’m a Mage, just like my mom, in fact pretty much all the women in my family are Mages. I used to help with her studies of the Astral Plane, and I’m really hoping to learn more about it while I’m here.” She smiled and then gestured down to the scrawny thief who was shoveling food into his mouth. “This is Klept, you already kind of met him. He doesn’t talk, well not yet, so all we know about him is that he’s a Stalagpint and one heck of a Rogue… even if he seems to lack any impulse control.” As if to accentuate her point she lightly smacked Klept’s hand, which had found it’s way into Tehsugon’s bag. 
 
    “I’m Caprice,” the Satyr interjected, “and you’re all lucky because one day you’ll be able to say ‘I knew the famous Bard Caprice.’ I’m going to be an even bigger hit than my parents!” She threw her arms up in a grandiose gesture, earning her a scoffing laugh from Tarek. 
 
    “I’m sure whatever dead end town you’re from thinks they’re great,” he sneered, “but I’m the son of a Noble Cleric so it takes more than a pretty tune to impress me,” he finished crossing his arms pretentiously. 
 
    “Oh,” Caprice replied, looking down sheepishly. “You’re right, they’re only Odillia and Phyllus, Royal Bards to King Draven… I’m sure they hold no light to the muses someone of your stature is privy to.” All meekness had left her voice now, replaced by cold sarcasm and a sneer, to rival Tarek’s own, split her face. 
 
    “That’s so amazing!” Bartlebee exclaimed before Tarek could even think of a reply. “Your parents are some of my favorite Bards! I love your mother’s fifth sonnet, and don’t even get me started on your father’s novella, The Hafpint’s Maiden… I had that confiscated by my folks at least a dozen times.” The Meripint blushed purple as he realized that he was seeming a little star struck and Aurora looked slightly annoyed. “I hope that I can be as good of an artist as they are with words.” The Meripint finished, shoving a roll in his mouth to prevent himself from going on. 
 
    Caprice, looked at Bartlebee and smiled, “it’s good to see that your Party has some culture. I should have expected it from a fellow Bard.” Bartlebee blushed deeper as Tarek pouted, verbally defeated once again. 
 
    So the conversation went, telling stories and anecdotes, laughing, and getting to know one another. Kheeta was amazed at how much she was learning about the various races that made up their Parties, Klept and Bartlebee are both Hafpints but one is a Stalagpint and the other a Meripint, for instance; or, that even though they look drastically different Tarek and Soza are both different sub-races of Phytes. Finally the time that she had been dreading since she sat down had arrived… it was her turn. 
 
    “What race are you? If you don’t mind me asking?” Lu’Roe asked placing yet another roll in his furry mouth. 
 
    Thank the Gods this food appears as fast as he eats... How does a monastery feed a bunch of him? Kheeta thought to herself with a chuckle before responding. “Well my race has been in hiding for a really long time…” Her voice wavered for a moment and panic began to rise in her stomach, Kheeta you have faced down astral horrors… a conversation is not going to kill you. She argued with herself before continuing carefully, “I wanted to be a Quester, my family wanted me to take over the shop, I decided to run away. I didn’t realize the magic that surrounded the village would make me lose my memory of how to return, but by the time I reached Dravenmoore I had completely forgotten how to get back home.”  
 
    Her eyes scanned the table for signs that someone saw through her deception and to her relief it didn’t appear that they had. 
 
    “That’s really cool!” Soza said leaning in towards the Kitsune with a fascinated expression painted on her translucent face. “I love studying the odd and abnormal… not that you’re odd!” Soza covered her mouth as she realized she might have caused offense, but relaxed when she saw Kheeta laughing. 
 
    “No, you’re right, I’m odd.” Her tails swished back and forth and a smile split her face, I haven’t been this relaxed since starting the tests… it’s nice.  
 
    Their conversation was interrupted by a loud trumpeting sound blasting through the air with three loud notes. “Attention Party members!” A male centaur with long brown hair and a trimmed beard, holding a horn in his hand, yelled from the entrance. “As a special surprise, for making it through the tests,” he paused occasionally in his dialogue, probably for dramatic effect, Kheeta assumed. “From your favorite Bard Pip, is the theatrical retelling of Octilus! Come, and bear witness out in the main courtyard!” As the man finished the air around them seemed to visibly warble, and when Kheeta blinked they were outside. All of the applicants were looking around, the tables and chairs were gone, the food was gone, the entire building had simply vanished. 
 
    “Well I guess there goes the food,” Bartlebee muttered as he thought of his half-eaten chicken leg. His frown didn’t last long however, as Klept nudged his hand and he saw the little thief opening a small sack, pulling out a buttered roll. “Thanks Klept, you’re awesome.” The Bard complimented taking the offering and receiving a smile and nod in reply. 
 
     “Where do you think we’re supposed to-“ Kheeta began to ask, only to be spun around by large iron hands on her shoulders. “Oh,” before her stood a large theatre stage, with red curtains so tall and wide they may as well have been sails. Bleachers five rows high were positioned for optimal acoustics and were already being filled with applicants eager to see the performance. 
 
    “I guess we get to watch a play?” Aurora said, still a little confused as to what was happening. 
 
    “I know! How exciting, yes!” Bartlebee exclaimed loudly, jumping up and down and spinning in small circles. 
 
    “You just don’t have an off mode do you?” Tarek asked the Meripint with a glower. “I’m not going to a dumb play, I’ve got much better things to do.” With his condescending statement said, he turned on his heel and headed back for the cabins. 
 
    “Gods he’s a jerk,” Bartlebee said as they watched the Sylphyte stomp away. “How did you not drown him as a child Golluk?” 
 
    By his body language, Kheeta assumed that if the Golem had eyes they would have almost popped out of his head. “Excuse me? Drown Master Tarek? I could never…” 
 
    “Calm down you big oaf, it was a joke. Now come on,” the Bard insisted pulling on Golluk’s arm and leading them all towards the bleachers. “We have to hurry or all the good seats will be taken, this is a Pip production after all.” Kheeta just laughed as she followed the hyperactive boy to their spot. 
 
    Movement at the curtain caught her eye as she sat down, straining them as she tried to see. 
 
    “The show will begin in 5… 4…” The Centaur man from before hollered out from his place on stage. “…2 …1” As he finished there was a flash of light so intense that Kheeta had to raise her hands to shield her eyes. When they stopped swimming, and came back into focus, she gasped. The island was gone! The bleachers, and the stage remained, but the physical ground below them was missing. We’re floating in the sky? Kheeta thought to herself with a stab of panic. 
 
    She didn’t fully have time to comprehend what was going on, because before she could process another thought the curtains opened and she was immediately transfixed. The wooden planks of the stage were gone, the work of illusion magic she was sure, and in their place was a stone room with a large golden statue of an four armed Arachling in the center. Knelt before the visage of Tormentula was an imposing knight, in black full plate, gauntleted hands resting on the pommel of his mighty great-sword. 
 
    “My queen, ‘tis I… Octilus.” Even though the man was easily a hundred yards away, Kheeta could hear him clearly. He stood and removed his helmet, bringing a gasp from the audience; underneath the decorated helm was a green skinned, bald head, with red eyes and tentacles in place of a nose and mouth. “I come to you with nothing but love in my heart.” The illusioned Bard on stage continued, unfazed by the shocked reactions. “It torments me day and night that I can’t be in your embrace, please my Goddess, is there no way this can be?” 
 
    A second voice rang out through the night sky, a voice without a body, a female voice. “Octilus my one true Cleric, I hear your prayers and I too yearn for your touch.” 
 
    Kheeta looked to Bartlebee, eyes wide as saucers, “is this true? Did Tormentula really fall in love with her Cleric?”  
 
    “Yes, it’s what drove Octilus to try and ascend to Godhood… you’ll find out, just watch.” The Meripint answered only half paying attention to her, his eyes never leaving the spectacle before them. 
 
    “That’s all I must do my Queen?” The Cleric asked, the scene moving on without her. “Once I have the artifact and collect the souls I will return to this temple, and then we shall be together at last.” Octilus said as he placed his helm on his head, walking to the left of the stage before disappearing in a puff of purple smoke. To Kheeta’s amazement the stage shifted again, only this time the wooden planks took on the appearance of a jungle floor. Birds chirped and  a troop of Korlax howled, making her think back to the Rogue’s test, and being eaten, with a shudder before turning her attention back to the play. 
 
    The actor that was Octilus hacked at the vines in front of him with his sword, pushing through the jungle, until finally he broke through into a clearing. “At last, the ancient scepter of Takahl.” He declared, walking quickly across the clearing to a large stone pedestal in the center that had a glowing golden rod laying atop it. As he reached out and picked up the scepter however, tribal chanting and war drums echoed through the night sky, joining the animals in a truly terrifying ambience. “I do not fear you! Show yourself!” Octilus yelled wielding the scepter in one hand and his sword in the other, spinning in tight circles, trying to see every direction at once. 
 
    “That doesn’t belong to you,” a voice growled from the leafy brush. “I’d put it back… You really shouldn’t take what doesn’t belong to you.” 
 
    “I will take whatever I please,” Octilus fired back quickly, spinning to try and find his opponent. “I am to be a God… you can not command me.” 
 
    “God or no, you will die here.” The voice continued ominously as the drums began to beat faster and louder, causing Kheeta’s fur to stand on end and her tails to twitch nervously. As the music finally reached its full crescendo there was a loud roar and a massive monster stepped out of the bushes mere feet from Octilus. Kheeta screamed, momentarily forgetting that this was all an illusion performance, and laughed at herself for being so gullible. 
 
    The creature stood twenty feet tall and had the general visage of a Satyr with long crooked limbs. His fur was black and matted with blood, skin missing from various places on his body, leaving muscle, bone, and sinew exposed. Above his gaunt and vacant eye the creature had long jagged antlers protruding from either side of its head. It snarled through its large lipless mouth, thousands of needle-like teeth inside as it charged at Octilus.  
 
    “What is that?” Kheeta asked no one in particular, still unable to get over her initial shock, but she received no reply as the scene moved forward. 
 
    She was amazed by how fluid the movements of the actor were, as he battled the creature, the fight seeming more like a choreographed dance than a contest to the death. Kheeta even found herself jumping to her feet and cheering once Octilus finally plunged his sword into the beast’s chest. 
 
    “At last my Queen, my muse, my Goddess, the power to harvest mortal souls is mine.” He held the scepter up high above his head, as lightning struck down connecting with the golden rod and plunging everyone into darkness. 
 
    After a few moments in the magical blackness, a dim light could be seen slowly illuminating the stage. The sight before Kheeta was not one of excitement, love, or longing however, it was one of horror. 
 
    Octilus stood atop a high tower his helmet off and the scepter from the first act raised high into the air. Green clouds, thick, like those of a hurricane, swirled above his head while thunder and lightning split the sky. Inaudible chanting rose from the actor’s lips and that’s when Kheeta took notice of the scene beyond him. 
 
    The tower overlooked a town hugging the ocean shore, where people, the same race as Octilus, were running and screaming down the sandy beach. Kheeta watched in disgust as a glowing blue light was ripped from the townsfolk by an unseen force, causing each victim to fall down silent, an empty husk in the sand. The blue lights swirled together, ascending into the sky, before coming back down in a beam connecting to the golden rod in Octilus’ hand. “Finally, with one-thousand souls collected, the first step in my ascension is complete!” The mad-Cleric’s words rang out louder than the thunder and as he finished his sentence the stage and audience, once again, went black. 
 
    This is simply amazing! Kheeta thought to herself excitedly as the light began to return to the set for the final act. The stage was now the top of a castle, rain pouring down as if it too, had a mission. Wind ripped at the walls causing a high pitch whistle as it rushed through the cracks. Octilus stood in the center of the area, a large familiar green crystal before him. 
 
    “Wait, isn’t that the school’s crystal? Where’d he get it?” Kheeta asked Bartlebee, sure that she had missed a plot point somewhere. 
 
    “That’s the best part of the story! No one knows how Octilus got it or even where it really comes from.” The Bard explained, never taking his eyes off the masterful performance. 
 
    Lightning split the sky and Kheeta noticed that Octilus wasn’t alone on the castle top, a cloaked individual stood in the shadows next to him. The dark cleric raised the glowing scepter and pointed it at the crystal, “Tormentula!” He screamed, his eyes wild with madness, “I have done it! I have slain your enemies! Raised your armies! And captured one-thousand souls!” Lightning flashed again striking the ground next to Octilus, the crazed man not even flinching. 
 
     Kheeta could hear sounds of battle in the distance, and assumed that’s what he meant by ‘raised your armies.’ I wonder how many people died fighting those armies? Kheeta wondered silently, saddened by the wasteful loss of life. 
 
    “Stop Octilus!” A voice rang out through the storm as the doors to the top of the castle flew open, three Questers storming through. 
 
    “You insolent fools! I don’t want to stop!” The madman screamed, as he threw his hand to the left, and the first adventurer lifted off their feet flying several yards before crashing to the floor. “I don’t have time for the likes of you, Torris… kill them.” 
 
    The hooded figure that had been patiently waiting in the shadows stepped forward. “With pleasure sir,” his voice was smooth and hissing, similar to Seh’ Shira’s. He reached up and removed his hood as he began approaching the Party. The assassin stood seven feet tall, with a long slender body and two foot tail that didn’t seem to have a discernable beginning or end. Two muscular arms wielded chains and he began slapping them against the ground, similar to the way Kheeta had during her Mage’s test; as they connected sparks of electricity shot across the floor. 
 
    Kheeta could tell that the Party was visibly worried, it consisted of a Musmeer that she recognized as Quest Master Koonai, an Aven female, a sparrow variant by her coloring, and a Geonor whose skin resembled sandstone.  
 
    The Aven was the Quester that had been flung like a rag doll and was still trying to fully regain her footing, when the eel-man started whipping her way. Kheeta watched in horror as bolts of electricity traveled through the ground, striking her feet, and rooting her in place. “Good little birdie… hold still and come here!” The assassin taunted as he flung his chains forward, both crisscrossing over her chest until she was fully bound. Even from the distance Kheeta could see the currents of electricity that were pumping through the restraints, causing the bird-woman to violently convulse. 
 
    “Let her go!” The Geonor screamed as he charged the slender attacker, who was pulling the Aven to him inch by agonizing inch. 
 
    “If you insist…” the Eelchii sneered as he sent a massive rush of power through the chains, causing the poor Aven to scream so loud she drained out the storm for last the few seconds she was alive. 
 
    “I’ll kill you!” The rocky Geonor swore through teary eyes as he connected with his opponent’s stomach. The force of the heavy man in a dead run sent both of them to the ground, the Geonor landing on top looking down for his kill. He lifted his right arm high above his head and Kheeta watched with amazement as the mineral deposits on his arm protruded outwards, forming a rock shield of sorts. Without another word the shield was brought down on the Eelchii’s neck so hard that the head it used to belong to rolled on the floor behind them. 
 
    “You insignificant little cur!” Octilus raged, lifting his unarmed hand into the air, the Geonor’s body doing the same. Kheeta’s eyes scanned the stage for any sign of the Musmeer Rogue that had entered with them, she had lost him in the excitement of the fight. As she continued to search for the missing Party member, Octilus brought his hand high into the air, before slamming it down, his victim crashing into the ground repetitively. 
 
    “Ahhhhhh!” The voice from earlier scream as Kheeta finally located the mousey man. The little Musmeer had managed to sneak close enough to Octilus that he had grasped the scepter with both hands. Pulling with all of his strength he managed to wrench the rod free from the Cleric. 
 
    “And what, dear mouse, do you plan to do with that?” Octilus asked, more than a drop of condescension in his voice. Mumbling a small prayer to himself, the soon-to-be Quest Master, charged forward, driving the scepter into his opponent’s chest. The golden rod sunk through the iron breast plate like a hot knife through butter, “but… how?” Octilus muttered as the Musmeer continued charging, forcing the Cleric to move with him before finally crashing into the giant green crystal. 
 
    Pinned against the hard surface by his own scepter Octilus raised his hand, “Tormentula… my bride…” The stage began to shake and the rod began to glow brighter by the second, until finally no one could see anything anymore. 
 
    When vision returned to the audience the Quest Master stood alone atop the castle, golden rod in one hand, and the giant crystal resting against the other. “Thank you all for coming! I’ve been Pip, good night!” As the Musmeer took a grandiose bow and straightened up Kheeta noticed that his face had changed, and it was indeed Pip in different clothes. The audience erupted into applause more deafening than any thunderstorm, as one by one the different Bards came out to bow, their illusions dispelled as well.  
 
    I’m so glad I left The Den… Kheeta found herself thinking for the thousandth time that night as she lay in bed, wondering what tomorrow’s graduation ceremony was going to be like.  
 
   
  
 

 12 A Daring Rescue 
 
    “Kheeta! Kheeta wake up we need to go!” Aurora’s panicked voice rang through her dreams, as the Florae pulled her out of bed and into consciousness. 
 
    “What’s going on?” She replied quickly as she grabbed up her scimitar, glad, this is still here this time… 
 
    “We’re under-“ Aurora was cut off as a loud smashing sound erupted through the room causing them both to jump and cover their ears. A seven-foot slab of cobblestone had crashed through the roof of their cabin and crushed the bed that Kheeta had just been lounging in. 
 
    Deciding not to waste another second the girls bound out of their room and joined the others in the common area. “What’s attacking us?” Tarek asked looking out the window, his mace already in hand. 
 
    “I can’t tell from our vantage point, we’re going to have to see when we get out there.” Golluk replied trying his hardest to catch a glimpse of an attacker through the window. 
 
    “Where are we?” Kheeta followed up as she finally reached an opening in the window. They definitely weren’t on the island anymore, but I thought the tests were over? She thought to herself with frustration.  
 
    The buildings outside resembled that of Dravenmoore, and their cabin was nestled into a crowded residential street, sticking out like a sore thumb. “Wait, what’s that?” Bartlebee questioned pointing at a building across the road… another wooden cabin. A second crash made the Party take a few steps back, the front door exploding into a maelstrom of splinters. 
 
    “Let’s go everyone,” Golluk suggested as he pushed against the slab of stone that now blocked the doorway. After a few moments of his metal joints creaking and groaning it gave way, moving clear, and letting the Party out of the building they had been trapped in. 
 
    Exiting the building the first thing Kheeta noticed was the sounds and smells that reached her senses immediately; people screaming mixed with various guttural grunting and screeching, the smells were that of fire, death, and a pungent body odor. Her gaze followed her nose found the source with little difficulty, a fifteen foot Troll that stood roughly a hundred yards down the street. 
 
    The beast had sickly green skin, that was covered in patches of mossy fur and strange growths; a large bulbous nose, and two small squinting eyes. A massive under-bite, sporting two large tusks protruding from the bottom jaw, completed the Troll’s ugly visage. It’s legs were short, comparative to his height, and its arms were elongated and scrawny, like those of the Korlax. His claws dug into the rubble of the nearby building it had demolished, launching it through the air with ease. 
 
    That must be how the roof got destroyed, Kheeta thought to herself as they ducked under the latest projectile.  
 
    As soon as Kheeta was done marveling at her first Troll sighting she noticed that the beast was already engaged in combat. Clinging tight to the Troll’s shoulder was Klept; one of his sharp claws sinking into his opponent’s skin like large hooks, as his other, clothed in a bladed glove, stabbed downward repetitively. Every time the Troll would reach up to grab the pesky Stalagpint it would get a ball of light to the face, courtesy of Party five’s own Mage, Soza; who stood a safe distance back next to Caprice, the latter loosing another arrow into the chest of her target. Kheeta’s eyes followed the action to the Troll’s legs were both Lu’ Roe and Tehsugon hacked and slashed away in between carefully timed dodges. 
 
    “It’s party five!” Bartlebee exclaimed, stating the obvious scene before them. “It looks like they could use a hand, let’s go!” The group nodded in agreement and they all tore off after the Meripint, who had already cleared almost half the distance. 
 
    The smell of the Troll grew stronger as they approached, the acrid scent causing Kheeta’s nostrils to burn. They stood about twenty feet from the beast, where Caprice and Soza were stationed. “What’s a Troll doing here? What are you guys doing here?” The questions simply fell out of her mouth, tripping over one another in their haste.  
 
    “We’re assuming it’s a surprise exam, we thought it was just us.” Caprice answered as she loosed another arrow, feather deep into the monster’s pectoral. 
 
    “The Troll was trying to get to some civilians in the building when we got here… they still need help!” Soza yelled as the creature let out a deafening roar and she missed her ball of light, causing it to collide with the rubble behind her intended target. 
 
    “Don’t worry about the civilians we’ll handle them,” Golluk assured them, taking charge of the situation and rushing towards the collapsed building. 
 
    “Well wait for us!” Aurora called after the Golem as they sprinted to catch up with his long stride. When they reached the rubble, Kheeta could hear faint sobbing sounds coming from inside the burning building. 
 
    The structure used to be a shop with an attached living quarters, though what kind was impossible to tell now. Scanning the broken cobblestones and wooden beams her eyes finally landed on the purple fringe of a small child’s dress. “I think I found them!” Kheeta yelled, running over to where it was poking out. A flash of light made her vision go spotty and she ducked low, a large clawed hand slamming into the wall next to her. I still need to be careful of the Troll, Party five hasn’t finished taking it down yet. She thought to herself as she took a second to observe the fight; Tehsugon dodged a clumsy swing by jumping backwards, before bringing his tooth-hammer down with a loud crunch, several` bones in the Troll’s hand shattering under the impact. Lu’ Roe took advantage of his adversary’s crippling injury to swing his bladed spear around his head in a wide arc, slashing the monster’s leg right behind the knee. Wow, they’re impressive, Kheeta’s thought as she turned her attention back to the trapped civilians. 
 
    “Help, help us! Please! It’s going to eat us! Please, my daughter! Save my daughter!” A woman who was pinned across the chest with a fallen beam screamed hysterically as she grasped futilely at the rocks out of her reach. 
 
    “Mam’ don’t you worry, we’re going to get you and your daughter both out of here.” Golluk assured the woman taking her small fleshy hand in his giant iron one, “you’re safe now.” 
 
    “So, how do you propose we do this?” Tarek asked, for once condescension not dripping from his voice.  
 
    “Aurora and Kheeta, do you think you can lift the beam?” Golluk asked turning to the two girls who quickly nodded their heads, eager to get started on the rescue. “Then you guys lift, Bartlebee gets them out and Tarek casts his healing spell, while I make sure we’re not interfered with.” The Party sprang into action, working as one well oiled machine, Kheeta grabbed ahold of the beam that trapped the woman with both hands and pulled as hard as she could. She could feel her skin sink into the wood and her fur began to blacken from the burnt soot it was pressed tightly against. With Aurora’s vines and Kheeta’s help the rafter finally lifted, allowing the woman to gasp in much needed oxygen. 
 
    “My daughter! She’s trapped under the rocks!” The woman yelled between labored gasps of pain, she had obviously broken ribs and Kheeta feared there might be internal bleeding. 
 
    “We’ll get her out, don’t you worry.” Bartlebee tried to assure the panicking mother as he gently grabbed under her arms and began to pull her to freedom. 
 
    Kheeta looked behind her to see Tarek with his eyes closed and his hands stretched out above him as he offered prayers to his God, preparing his healing ritual. As her head swiveled she saw an unexpected sight, three Goblins had turned down the alley to their right and found them easy targets. “Golluk, Goblins! We still have a little girl to get out!” Kheeta screamed to their iron Warrior over the clash of the Troll fight to her left, Party five seeming moments from victory. 
 
    Golluk simply nodded in conformation as he stretched his arms and prepared himself. Two Goblins with short swords charged ahead of their bow wielding companion, shouting in their primitive guttural language. Golluk quickly reached out, grabbing each of the creature’s heads, and slamming them together with such force that they merged into one, killing both instantly. His third opponent fired an arrow and watched with wide eyes as it bounced harmlessly off of the Golem’s metal chest. The Goblin, realizing it didn’t stand a chance against the iron behemoth, turned to run; only to be grabbed by the leg and quickly lifted off the ground, slammed back down repetitively until Golluk decided it was sufficiently smashed. 
 
    “Kheeta, help me move these rocks,” Aurora said as she shook her head, trying to focus. Pay attention Kheeta, they’re depending on you! She scurried over the rubble to where Bartlebee and the Florae were lifting large stones and tossing them to the side. After a few moments they had dug most of the little girl out; unconscious with several obviously broken bones. 
 
    “Is she still…?” Kheeta asked, looking down at the small frail child with tears in her eyes. 
 
    “She’s still breathing… for now. We need to get her to Tarek,” Aurora answered as she lifted the final rock off the poor girl. 
 
    “Bartlebee!” Tarek yelled from his position a few feet away. “I need my medallion from my bag to finish healing the mother!” 
 
    “I’m on it!” The small Bard replied, all animosity between the two melting away in the moment of crisis. 
 
    “Look out!” A voice from Party five yelled as they finally defeated the massive Troll, it’s massive body heading directly for the building they were crawling through. Aurora managed to jump backwards towards Bartlebee and Tarek, but Kheeta and the little girl weren’t as fast… 
 
    Kheeta looked up as a dark shadow blocked out the sun and her stomach knotted harder than it ever had before. Reacting as fast as her reflexes would allow she managed to use her tails to scoop the little girl up and roll deeper into the building. The Troll’s corpse crushed the entire left side of the structure, trapping Kheeta inside the burning tinderbox and leaving her Party members panicking outside. 
 
    Coughing from the thick smoke and covering her mouth with her sleeve Kheeta looked around the room; she was in the residential half of the shop and all around flames licked the wooden framing. She glanced down at the little girl and a moment of relief gripped her, seeing the child’s chest rise and fall laboriously. Injured but still alive… how am I going to get us out of here? Kheeta thought to herself, the fire drying her eyes out too much for them to produce tears. The doorway was destroyed, simply a wall of fire now, and the room she was in had no windows. There’s no way out! Think Kheeta! She screamed in her mind, having a hard time concentrating now. Please someone get us out of here… She prayed silently in her head to no one in particular, I’d settle for just getting her to Tarek. She looked back down at the girl and noticed that the rise and fall of her chest had slowed down now, almost unnoticeable. I need to do something! Determination filled her as she focused intently, a ball of light beginning to appear between her hands. She stretched the orb as quickly as she could, forming a blanket of sorts, to cover her charge. 
 
    With the force field of light surrounding the girl, Kheeta turned to stare down the flames of the doorway. Here goes nothing… She charged as fast as she could through the fire, the flames licking at her fur and the smell of singed hair joining that of the smoldering building. The smoke was so thick in the entrance room that Kheeta couldn’t see the front door to try and make her escape. She pulled the girl close and dropped low, blindly crawling on the burning hot floor, blisters forming on her hands, knees, and arms. Before long she had cleared the distance of the room, gasping for air, as she bumped into the door she was searching for.  Reaching up to grab the handle, the world began to swirl and her head got heavy. “No,” she muttered to herself softly as her eyes fluttered shut in defeat. 
 
    When Kheeta finally awoke she was staring at an inky black sky, stained from the raging fires that crackled all around them. “But…” She started, reaching up and staring at her hands; the blisters that had previously marred them gone. “How?” She  wondered aloud as she looked around at her surroundings. They had retreated back to their homes and set up a make-shift infirmary in Party five’s cabin, a hole in the roof directly above her. 
 
    “Golluk ran around to the front and ripped the door right off its hinges!” Bartlebee explained jumping up and down with grandiose gestures, several people gathered in the room. 
 
    “Even though it was strategically unsafe,” Tehsugon added, rubbing blood off a strange looking shield. Kheeta hadn’t noticed in the chaos of the fight, but his shield appeared to be the broken half of his shell. 
 
    “Well she’s alive isn’t she?” Bartlebee retorted, his hands resting defiantly on his hips, his tentacles mimicking the motion. 
 
    “The little girl!” Kheeta exclaimed loudly, as she quickly sat up. 
 
    “Don’t worry she’s safe,” Soza reassured entering the room from what Kheeta assumed was the girl’s. 
 
    “Is the Fox-Girl awake?” A voice called out from the room, quickly followed by a blonde middle-aged woman, running up as fast as her legs would allow. “Thank you so much! You have no idea what you have done for me! Truly, thank you!” 
 
    Kheeta’s cheeks burned, “you’re welcome, I’m just glad your little one’s safe.” 
 
    “Thanks to you!” unable to contain herself the woman threw her arms around the Kitsune, burying her face in Kheeta’s fur, sobbing tears of relief and gratitude. 
 
    “Well obviously the test isn’t over…” Tarek pointed out as he walked out of the same room the woman had burst out of. “We’re all still here.” 
 
    “What test? What are you talking about?” She questioned, eyeing them like they had lost their minds. 
 
    “My point exactly,” the Sylphyte chuckled, almost under his breath. 
 
    “Well a Quester’s top priority in a crisis situation, such as this, would be to search for survivors and escort them to safety.” Tehsugon reminded, finishing the final polish on his shield. 
 
    “So what? We wander the city hoping that we’ll run into another Troll?” Caprice asked, her voice trembling slightly. 
 
    “The main exit gates are through the town square. I can take us there, but the route won’t take us by too many other people.” The woman offered, wanting to help the group that had just saved her family. 
 
    “I still feel like we should scout around for other survivors first,” Aurora insisted, looking out the window for any signs of trouble. 
 
    “I agree,” Lu’Roe said rising from his chair in the corner of the room. 
 
    “Well then I think we should split up.” Tehsugon concluded picking up his hammer and shield. 
 
    “So just each Party go their own way? I don’t think that’s a good idea,” Tarek scoffed, eyeing the turtle-man with skepticism. 
 
    “You’re right, it’s not a good idea, that’s why it isn’t mine.” Tehsugon continued, as Tarek sneered at his comment, “I think that the scouting party should be those of us that can move quickly and quietly, the last thing we want is to draw unneeded attention to ourselves.” 
 
    He’s quite the leader, Kheeta thought, finding herself admiring the Warrior in a whole new light. “Well I think that I should go for sure,” Aurora volunteered stepping forward with a determined expression. Klept, without saying a word, moved to join her.  
 
    “Someone needs to be able to heal any wounded we come across,” Lu’Roe pointed out as he too joined the growing Scout Party. 
 
    “I want to go too!” Bartlebee interjected loudly, as he ran to stand next to Aurora. 
 
    “I said that we need to be sneaky,” Tehsugon reminded the Meripint with a knowing look. 
 
    “But… but… I can be quiet.” Bartlebee insisted, feigning injury before a thick green vine wrapped around his mouth multiple times. 
 
    “Don’t worry, I’ll make sure he’s quiet,” Aurora assured,  shooting Bartlebee a quick wink causing him to flush a deep purple. 
 
    “Okay, then it’s settled. You will be the scouting team.” Tehsugon declared with a note of finality. “The  six of us will escort our current two charges to safety.” 
 
    “How long before the girl can walk Tarek?” Kheeta asked turning to face her Party’s Cleric. 
 
    “At least a few hours,” the boy frowned, “she was nearly dead when she got to me.” 
 
    “We can’t wait that long guys,” Lu’Roe informed them looking out the window. “There’s four Hob-Goblins and a Troll walking towards the blacksmith’s shop.” 
 
    “I’ll carry her,” Golluk offered as he too stood from his spot by the fireplace and stretched his metal shoulders. 
 
    “That’ll work,” Tehsugon settled as the woman and Golluk retreated to the back bedroom to grab the wounded child. 
 
    “Guys…” Kheeta called out as Aurora, Bartlebee, Lu’Roe, and Klept began to open the door, pausing for a moment to listen to their friend. “Please be careful, and if you can’t find anyone… leave out the main gates.” 
 
    “We will Kheeta, and don’t you worry we’re going to be just fine.” Bartlebee replied, smiling cheerfully as the Scouts walked out the door; leaving the new party of six and two civilians. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 13 The Dragon’s Maw 
 
    The air outside was thick with smoke as Kheeta’s new Party quietly snuck out the back door of the cabin, opting to take the back alleys rather than the main street. The woman led the way, closely followed by; Tehsugon, Soza, Caprice, Tarek, Kheeta with Golluk pulling up the rear, the little girl wrapped tightly in his arms. Their guide led them down one winding street, and up another before taking a sharp left. 
 
    “Man she’s a quick one,” Kheeta muttered under her breath as they continued to follow, trying to keep the noise they generated to a minimum. Drawing closer to what was once a bustling courtyard, the woman gasped and quickly covered her mouth. 
 
    Multiple bodies of various races lay scattered among the cobblestones, like lifeless bloody dolls, and the presence of the perpetrators forced them to quickly find cover. A massive wooden cart filled with barrels, weapons, armor, food, and multiple crates rested five feet away from a  large creature similar in appearance to the Goblins, only eight feet tall instead of four. It lifted a dead man by the leg and began to vigorously shake him, several coins falling to the ground before being scooped up and placed in the creature’s gold pouch. “Hob-Goblin,” Tehsugon seethed, rage twisting his face into a snarl. Kheeta continued to survey the area as the turtle-man fumed; movement to the right caught her eye as she saw two Trolls hunched over by the city stables, swiveling her ears she was able to vaguely make out their conversation. 
 
    “I want cow!” The Troll with green patchy fur yelled. 
 
    “No, I older, I get cow!” The second replied as he reached for the terrified animal with his long clawed hand. 
 
    “You can have horses, I want cow!” The younger Troll insisted placing two large hands on the other’s chest and gave him a shove. 
 
    “I knew if we wandered the city we’d run into another Troll,” Caprice complained in hushed whispers. 
 
    “Well at least they haven’t seen us yet,” Tarek added as they watched the scene in the courtyard unfold. A second Hob-Goblin had emerged from a nearby storefront carrying a large barrel with fancy grapes inlaid into the wood. The creature heaved his load to the wagon and placed it in the back before turning to the first, who was shaking another corpse, the empty one discarded like an old wrapper. 
 
    “What you doing? Good meat, go on cart!” The newcomer scolded as he started to load the bodies on the cart with the supplies, Kheeta gagging at the thought. 
 
    “Quickly, while they’re distracted, let’s try to sneak past.” Tehsugon proposed looking at the Party with confidence. “As long as we’re quick and quiet we can make it to that alley,” he gestured to a dark pathway to their right. They all nodded in agreement and Kheeta watched with baited breath and nail biting anxiety as they slowly crept past their opponents two by two, until it was finally her and Golluk’s turn. 
 
    Taking a deep breath she looked at her destination, Soza gesturing for her to get moving. She carefully slid behind a pillar, mimicking the path that her previous companions had taken, their enemies too distracted in their looting and arguing to notice. As her muscles flexed, getting ready to sprint to the next cover, a chilling cackle stopped her dead. What could be laughing right now? She thought to herself in shock as she peered around the pillar to see if she could catch a glimpse. 
 
    Another Hob-Goblin, making three in total, entered the square; tossing an armful of stolen merchandise onto the cart. This creature’s appearance differed slightly from the other two, in the fact that he had a large net tied to his back. A net that was bulging with vials and bottles, all full of an orange liquid. I wonder what those do? Kheeta wondered from the safety of her hiding place, but she didn’t wonder for long; as the Hob-Goblin reached back and grabbed one in it’s long fingers. Letting out another spine chilling cackle it threw the vial through the window of the building he had just exited. There was a loud explosion and the glass remaining in the frames shot outwards into the street. Flames already licked every entrance to the structure and the Hob-Goblins were dancing with glee. Kheeta, deciding, that she had waited long enough, scrambled to her next hiding place, allowing Golluk to move up to her pillar. 
 
    The loud creak of the Golem’s iron joints made Kheeta’s hair fluff up and her blood run cold. “What that?” The older Troll asked, dropping the cow and turning their direction. 
 
    “I dunno’, let’s see.” The second answered simply, as they crossed the courtyard. Kheeta glanced back at the Golem with a worried expression, they’re going to find us any second! We can’t fight this many… She racked her brain trying to think of anything that could save them from the giant beasts, when it finally came to her. It’s risky… but…  
 
    Kheeta concentrated, a ball of light forming easily between her hands, it was becoming second nature to the Kitsune by this point. Please work… She begged silently, as she flicked her wrist, sending the light orb flying down a separate street across the square. 
 
    “Pixie!” The first Troll yelled, turning so quickly he almost fell over. 
 
    “You got cow! I get Pixie!” The younger screamed, running after his brother, surprisingly fast for his size. 
 
    “You idiots! You back here!” The Hob-Goblins hollered as they too ran off down the street. 
 
    “That was too close,” Kheeta said to Golluk as they finished their trek to the rest of the party. 
 
    “Agreed,” he replied, the little girl cuddling in closer and tighter, the iron man looking down and stroking the hair out of her face. 
 
    “Where’s the gate you were leading us to?” Soza asked the woman scanning the courtyard for anything resembling an exit. 
 
    The woman pointed to a massive pile of debris and said in a shaky voice, “we’re trapped… that was the gate and the drawbridge… the only way in and out of the city, it’s surrounded by a moat.” Tears filled her eyes as she realized the hopelessness of their situation. 
 
    “Anyone fancy a swim?” Tarek remarked with a smirk, before getting a frustrated reply. 
 
    “It wouldn’t be much of a moat if you could just swim across it, now would it? The whole thing is chock full of Skinsnappers,” at the mention of the carnivorous fish Golluk let out a small shudder. 
 
    “Then what, we are trapped!” Caprice panicked, stamping her cloven hooves back and forth on the cobble stone with an anxiety inducing click, click, click. 
 
    “There’s always another way out…” Tehsugon mused, stroking his chin in contemplation, “we just need to find it.” 
 
    “But we’ll probably run into more Trolls or Hob-Goblins,” Kheeta interjected nervously, thinking back to how close their last encounter had been. 
 
    “Yes, most likely,” the Warrior replied standing up and brandishing his shield before him. “I swear that I will lead us to the exit, this family will survive!” Kheeta could feel the inspiration rising in her bones, there was something about the way Tehsugon spoke that made her feel like everything was going to turn out okay. “Now follow me,” he instructed heading out of the alley way and into the street beyond, leaving the corpse ridden marketplace behind them. 
 
    As they walked the twisting streets of the strange town they could hear the sounds of Goblins and Trolls raiding everything, and Kheeta found herself growing extremely nervous. 
 
    “We lost Pixie. We lost Trolls. But we found you.” A slimy and familiar voice reached her ear as it swiveled around and her tails puffed up. 
 
    “Tehsugon!” She whisper yelled at the de-facto leader, trying to get his attention.  
 
    After a few steps he stopped and turned, “what is it?” He asked in hushed tones as well.  
 
    Kheeta simply pointed down the alley to her left and mouthed the word, ‘Hob-Goblins.’ The rest of the Party, finally figuring out what she was trying to convey, quickly tucked themselves against the buildings on either side of the alley entrance. The three Hob-Goblins from earlier stood at the far side of a dead end, the one with the net of potions on the far left, and their prey cornered with no where to go. 
 
    “I wanna pluck all the birdie feathers!” One of them yelled as it lunged forward only to crash into a steel shield that pushed him backwards. 
 
    “No fair, I gots no shield!” The second of the three exclaimed as his friend regained his footing. 
 
    “We just take his,” the last one cried finally speaking and failing his attack as well.  
 
    Their intended victim was a large Aven man with blue plumage, in full plate mail, defending himself with a  long sword and a steel kite shield. “We can’t just leave him,” Tehsugon grunted as he crouched down low and began to slowly creep down the alley, shield and tooth-hammer drawn. 
 
    “I’m coming with you,” Soza insisted, ignoring the opposing glare she received from the Shelidon. 
 
    He raised his hammer above his head as he reached the Hob-Goblins and Kheeta was surprised they hadn’t noticed his approach. The tooth that made up the blunt face of the weapon crashed against the right Hob-Goblin’s cheek, sending teeth flying into the street and slamming its skull into the building wall next to them with a squelch. Before the other two could react Tehsugon raised his shield and bashed the middle enemy, sending him off his feet and crashing into the leftmost Hob-Goblin. 
 
    “Stop!” Kheeta screamed in a vain effort to stop the Kelphyte from her final action. As Kheeta’s words fell on deaf ears Soza raised her staff, now engulfed on either side  with blades of light. Kheeta recognized the spell as the same one used to create her whips. With a scream the jellyfish brought the blade down on the Hob-Goblin pile, impaling and killing both of the creatures; but also detonating the bombs strapped to the bottom’s back. 
 
    A bright light filled the alley as Tehsugon and the Aven man took cover behind their shields… Soza, not having that luxury, flew backwards and crashed into the building, dust to engulfing the alley.  
 
    The group held their breath, waiting to see if anyone was going to emerge from the cloud while resisting the urge to run in and help. Two shapes began to form as they moved towards them, causing Kheeta’s stomach to sink. If there are only two then Soza… a wave of relief washed over her as Tehsugon came into view with Soza flung over his shoulder.  
 
    “We need to get out of here fast!” He exclaimed as he adjusted the jellyfish girl, “once we’re somewhere safe Tarek can heal Soza, and we’ll come up with our next plan of action.” He turned toward the Aven man, “Do you know somewhere safe we could go?” 
 
    “Yes, this way,” answered the blue birdman as he began leading them down the twists and turns of another alley, “I was headed this way when those three found me, which reminds me, thanks for the save. I’m Murdock, by the way.” He spoke with a familiar Aven squawk as he stopped at a ladder. “Well this is it, the guards station. We’ll have access to all the rooftops from here, I’ll head up first and help you get the girls over the edge.”  
 
    Tehsugon nodded at the man as he began his ascent, “Tarek, you go ahead of me and Soza so you can begin healing her as soon as we get her up,” he directed sternly, earning only a small huff in response as the Cleric started climbing. “Now we’ll want the civilians to go next… Golluk I want you last, we don’t know how well this ladder will hold your weight.” He began up the ladder, still giving them instructions as he went. “Kheeta you’re going to carry the girl up, she’s awake enough she can hold onto you as you go. Lets hurry and get up there so we can discuss a plan.”   
 
    Kheeta turned to Golluk who was still cradling the child, and the large man placed her gently onto her back. “Hold on tight okay?” Kheeta asked the girl who nodded with a smile, burying her face in the Kitsune’s soft fur. Kheeta wrapped her twin tails around the girl snuggly and began her ascent, the others already reaching the top of the ladder. The building that the Warrior had led them to was tall and made of cobblestone, the roof had a four foot high perimeter wall, successfully hiding them from searching eyes on the street. 
 
    Kheeta placed the small girl down on the ground next to her mother, the latter holding the former in her arms like she was never going to let go, tears streaming down her face. Kheeta could make out the woman’s soft sobs of ‘my baby girl,’ ‘I’m so glad you’re safe,’ and ‘don’t worry we’re going to be okay.’ 
 
    Looking around at the rest of her Party she could see that Tarek and Tehsugon had already began the preparations for Soza’s healing ritual, and Golluk spoke with the Aven man in hushed tones. “I can’t believe we made it out of that!” Caprice exclaimed in whispered excitement as she sat down next to the small family with a sigh. 
 
    “Once the Kelphyte is healed we should head for the drawbridge.” Murdock squawked as he left his conversation with Golluk in favor of addressing the full company. 
 
    “”We can’t, we’re trapped.” Caprice chimed in with more than a little disdain for their situation. “They’ve destroyed the bridge and so now there’s no way out.” 
 
    “Not necessarily…” Murdock continued as he scratched his feathered chin. “There is another way out…” Everyone perked up at this revelation, “it’s through a system of tunnels that are only accessible from the inn.” 
 
    “Well then what are we waiting for let’s get these guys to safety!” Caprice exclaimed all whisper to her voice gone now as she sprung back to her feet, earning a glare from Tehsugon. 
 
    “Not so fast,” Tarek interjected from his spot by Soza. “This spell is going to take some time to work before she’s able to move.” 
 
    “Plus, someone needs to tell the others so that they can escape too.” Golluk added as he scanned the rooftops for any sign of the other party in the distance. 
 
    “Sticking to the streets is going to be too dangerous, whoever goes will have to stay on the roofs.” Murdock contributed, looking out over the city as well. 
 
    “Well Satyr’s definitely aren’t built for that so… I guess that rules me out, I’ll just have to stay here.” Caprice said taking her seat again with a sigh of relief.  
 
    “It has to be Kheeta,” Tehsugon declared, finally joining the conversation. 
 
    “Wha-? Me?” Kheeta responded as she looked around at the rest of her company. 
 
    “Well Tarek needs to stay here and heal Soza, and with him doing that, plus the first two citizens, makes four people that are totally defenseless. Our only strategy here is for someone to quickly tell the others and make it back here, and as Caprice pointed out, it can’t be her. Golluk and I are needed here to defend so that leaves…” 
 
    “Me,” Kheeta finished for him as she took in a deep breath of the smoky air. She looked to the far left section of town that Bartlebee and the others were supposed to be searching, it was roughly ten city blocks away. That’s a lot of city to try and find them in. “Alright, well I’m going to set out then,” Kheeta said awkwardly to the air, everyone too preoccupied by their current tasks to pay attention.  
 
    She walked carefully to the edge of the rooftop they were on and looked over, a thirty foot drop to the street and only a three foot jump across. Backing up and getting a running start she flung herself off the building, landing with vulpine agility onto the roof tiles of the opposite building. Yes! Kheeta cheered internally before letting out a loud yip as something grabbed her leg. 
 
    She frantically looked down to see a Goblin holding onto her, trying to pull himself over the edge and onto the roof. What am I going to- her thoughts were cut off as the Goblin’s eyes went wide in shock and pain, the broad head of an arrow protruding from its chest. The creature slumped off the roof in a defeated heap revealing Caprice behind loosing another arrow Kheeta’s direction. The Kitsune yipped again and ducked, unnecessarily, as the projectile flew true and found its mark in a second Goblin’s eye. The satyr smiled and gave Kheeta a thumbs up before nocking another arrow and surveying the area. Wow, she’s a dead eye with that bow… glad I’m not the one in her sights. Kheeta thought with an impressed chuckle as she continued her sprint across the rooftops. 
 
    The buildings were closer together now, only a foot or two, and many even had planks between them like make-shift bridges. Kheeta jumped across another gap, avoiding the flaming section of the roof as she tried to keep traversing left. A scream caught her attention and she quickly ducked behind the chimney, anxiously looking around for the source.  
 
    Her eyes fell on a Human man and she knew it was too late to save him. Three Goblins jumped up and down with glee as they hacked down at, who looked to be, the town’s medicine man. Such brutality… She thought to herself, fighting the panic rising in her stomach. 
 
    Deciding that dawdling was a bad idea, Kheeta began her trek again, only two more blocks until the second Party’s radius. She readied herself and sprinted, preparing to make an exceptionally hard jump, until a shadowy movement on the wall made her lose both her focus and momentum; causing a fifteen foot plummet to the cobblestone street below. 
 
    She squeezed her eyes shut and tried to ready herself for the impact but it never came; instead, a furry hand firmly gripped her collar and began to hoist her upwards. Oh Gods, something’s got me! Kheeta panicked at first before reasoning, I guess it’s better than becoming a pancake. As she reached the lip of the roof she prepared herself to meet her possible opponent, but to her relief it was Lu’Roe. 
 
    “You almost just became a smudge, are you okay? What are you doing here?” He asked as he set the Kitsune down next to him, Kheeta adjusted her tunic as her heart raced. 
 
    “We found a town guard and he told us the way out but Soza’s hurt and Tarek is healing her, so they sent me out to find you guys.” Kheeta explained, all of it coming out through hurried gasps. The shadow on the building caught her attention yet again and this time she spun around to see what it was. 
 
    “Is that Klept?” She asked Lu’Roe, pointing to the black figure that crawled on the side of the building like a spider. 
 
    “Yes,” the Berejorn responded looking at where she had gestured. “Stalagpints can cling to the surface of walls, it makes them exceptional Rogues.” 
 
    “Where are the others?” Kheeta asked as she scanned the various rooftops around them. 
 
    “Well I’m the search Party’s first aid station,” he explained as he surveyed the area as well. “Basically, I told them go out for fifteen minutes and scout, then report back here, so no one gets lost.” 
 
    “That’s a great plan but right now we should-“ Kheeta was cut off as the rooftops, buildings, and ground began to shake violently. “Earthquake?” She screamed over the deafening noise, almost immediately receiving an answer, though not from Lu’Roe. 
 
    Two streets away the ground exploded into the sky with a mighty eruption, sending large chunks of molten rock and debris in every direction. Lava shot like a pillar of fire out of the hole and into the air, the ash nearly instantly making the mid-day light look like dusk. “A volcano?” Lu’Roe said in disbelief as they continued to stare at the destructive sight before them. 
 
    As quick as the pillar appeared it vanished, followed by a massive thirty foot beast. It’s head resembled the dragon’s that Kheeta had read about, but Its scales seemed to be made of brimstone and between them the glow of molten lava held within the beast could be seen. Thick clouds of smoke and ash spilled out through its nostrils, while heat rolled off it’s body. Crawling on all fours, it’s limbs were thick and strong, ending in long sharp claws, perfect for tunneling deep underground, similar to those of a giant mole. 
 
    As Kheeta stood in terrified admiration of the lava Drake it turned, locking it’s coal black eyes on her and Lu’Roe. It placed its wide hands on the roof of a building and pulled itself up, setting the wood around it ablaze with its intense body heat. 
 
    “Hey hot head,” a familiar voice yelled, “I think you should cool off!” A blob of black sticky ink splattered against the creature’s eye and that’s when Kheeta saw Bartlebee, on top of the house next to their opponent. As the Dragon flung its mighty head around, clawing at its eye, it shot lava from its jaws; spewing it all over the building where the Bard stood and the two on either side… 
 
    “Bartlebee!” Kheeta’s scream echoed another as the poor Meripint looked up just in time to see the several gallons of lava that buried him instantly. The beast had finally cleared enough of the ink away to see again but as it did, Aurora used her vines like a slingshot, launching herself through the air and landing on the monster’s face. The Florae let out a scream as the Drake’s hot skin burned her. 
 
    Using the rows of sharp thorny teeth hidden under her leaf skirt, Aurora bit down on the Drake’s brow, causing it to roar in pain. Long claws scraped at the plant girl until they finally connected flinging her violently to the ground. The beast followed it’s attacker, jumping off the building and landing on top of the fragile Rogue, a blue light emanating from between it’s feet. 
 
    Kheeta couldn’t believe what she was seeing, this can’t be happening! “Run!” She screamed to Lu’Roe and Klept as she turned to retreat back the way that she had came. The Berejorn didn’t have to be told twice, he grabbed his long bladed spear and used it to pole-vault to the roof top behind them. Kheeta’s steps slowed as her ears swiveled around, everything had gone quiet. 
 
    “What is it?” Lu’Roe asked as he caught up to her and Klept, the latter crawling on the walls of the building across the street. 
 
    She turned around and her suspicion was confirmed, “it’s gone.” 
 
    “What do you mean it’s-“ Lu’Roe started as he too turned around to discover the creature that pursued them moments earlier was nowhere to be seen. 
 
    “Maybe it left?” Kheeta offered jokingly  before the ground began to shake aggressively again. 
 
    Before either of them could shout a word of warning the building that Klept clung to exploded with a similar eruption as earlier. “No!” Lu’Roe yelled as tears filled his eyes, the monster beginning to crawl out of the hole and rubble that now entombed Klept. “You go warn the others and get out of here.” The black and white Berejorn instructed Kheeta as he gripped his spear tightly before him in an offensive stance. 
 
    “Lu’ you can’t fight it!” The Kitsune insisted, her knees shaking in fear of the creature that had just killed three of their party members. 
 
    “If that thing tunnels again, it could do what it just did to Klept to the rescue party… and I can’t risk that.” Lu’Roe’s voice, much like his mind, was set and determined. “I will hold it off for as long as I can, and I will try to keep it above ground… now go!” As he finished Lu’ shoved Kheeta’s back sending her off the roof and onto the next one over. As she landed the brave Cleric pole-vaulted on his spear, only this time directly at the Dragon. 
 
    Kheeta ran, she ran as fast as her legs would carry her across plank bridges and rooftop gaps, I have to tell the others! We need to go! The thoughts cut through her mind like a screaming wail as her lungs began to burn from the constant inhalation of the smoky air. She could hear the beast behind her let out a deafening roar, one so loud she paused for a moment to cover her ears. She could see the guard’s station a block away and forced herself to double her efforts, moving at an even quicker pace now. Jumping over a gap the team came into view, causing the knot in her stomach to loosen slightly, Run! Dragon!” She hollered, the group turning toward the sound of her voice. 
 
    “What was that and where is everyone?” Caprice asked as Kheeta cleared the jump back onto the building they were camped on. The Satyr was placing three large vials full of the orange liquid into her bag, and Kheeta noticed two more arrow ridden Goblins a few feet behind her. 
 
    “A lava Dragon, we need to go!” She yelled in answer as she quickly moved to the woman and her child. “Murdock you said that there was another way out… take us there.” 
 
    The knight turned to face her, a confused expression locked his feathered face, “a Dragon?” 
 
    “Well it didn’t have wings but yeah a dragon so let’s go!” They didn’t have time for everyone to wrap their head around the situation, they needed to get moving. 
 
    “Alright,” Tehsugon said loudly, causing everyone to stop what they were doing and turn their focus on him. “Knight Commander Murdock  will lead since he knows the way, I’ll head next with Soza, she can walk with assistance, behind me I want the two civilians and Golluk.” The group nodded in agreement as the Shelidon took control of the situation and continued, “after that will be Kheeta followed by Tarek and Caprice, now let’s move out!” He lifted Soza up by her arm, as she fought to open her eyes and began to mumble something inaudible, “shhh, save your strength. I’m going to get you out of here.” As he finished hoisting her up Murdock pushed ahead, leading the way to safety 
 
     The group hurried as quickly as they could with the injured, which was still half as fast as Kheeta would have liked, towards an inn on the far side of town. Kheeta flinched, but kept running, as a house behind them exploded into a million splinters, announcing the arrival of the tunneling Drake. “It’s here!” She screamed, not needing to look back for confirmation, as the air had risen in temperature considerably in mere seconds. 
 
    “Quick through here!” Murdock yelled in reply as they finally reached the inn’s roof. The Aven man lifted a hatch, revealing a ladder leading down into the interior of the building. “The entrance is behind the bar, under the keg, quickly!” Kheeta watched with relief as Murdock, Tehsugon, Soza, the two civilians, and Golluk made it down the ladder, and through the trap door. 
 
    As she began her descent she turned to check on Tarek and Caprice, before letting out a loud scream. “Tarek, behind you!” The Dragon had exploded from the street, landing perpendicular to the buildings they were running on. As it lifted its head over the edge ready to spit its lava breath, Tarek made a split-second decision. Kheeta’s eyes swelled in shock as the Sylphyte placed two hands on the Satyr girl’s shoulder and gave her a hard shove backwards… into the Dragon’s gaping maw. 
 
    There was a flash of realization and betrayal in Caprice’s eyes, before a much bigger and louder flash consumed her body; the vials in her back exploding on contact with the lava. The force of the shock wave knocked Kheeta down the ladder and by the time she had regained her footing Tarek had hopped down as well. “Tarek what did you just do?” 
 
    “I saved us,” the boy replied with a scoff as he walked over and hopped down the trap door without another word. Kheeta stared at the black hole for a long moment wondering what she to do about what she had just seen. Deciding that here and now was probably not the best place for such deliberations she walked over to the trap door and jumped feet first into the black abyss below. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 14 Graduation 
 
    Kheeta rushed at the large doors she had materialized in front of, I can’t believe he did that, and to act so nonchalant! The doors slammed against the wall as she briskly walked down into the hall, frustration at her teammate rising, no one is going to trust us because of him, no one will want to work with us, her mind raced through all the ways he may have cheated them in their first year. 
 
    As she entered the chamber filled with students her eyes fell on the Cleric and her rage overflowed, “Tare-“ she began before being cut off. 
 
    “Tarek!” A similarly furious voice screeched over the crowd’s murmur, all eyes, aside from Tarek’s, finding the flushed Satyr. “Hey! I deserve an apology for what you did Tarek!”  Realizing she was being ignored Caprice’s eyes filled with cold fury as she lowered her head, charging across the room and colliding with the Sylphyte, sending him flying across a table and spilling its contents onto him.  
 
    “What in the six Abyss’s do you think you are doing?” Tarek yelled as he stood, covered in drink and soggy crumbs. He began storming towards her before Gorn stepped between them. The large Selchii towered over the Sylphyte, his visible displeasure causing the latter to squirm. “I-“ he started, trying to defend himself against Caprice’s attack. 
 
    “No. She didn’t even give you half of what you deserve boy. We saw.” Everyone looked to Tarek as a murmur once again washed over the crowd and they tried to guess what would possess the teachers to allow one applicant to attack another. “I think they should see, don’t you. They’re the ones who’ll be putting their lives in your hands, so lets show them what yours do...” The stage where the Pro-Questers were seated lit up, an image of Party five and eight’s test appearing above their heads, as if it were being broadcasted on an invisible screen. The crowd huddled closer to the stage, trying to get a good view as they watched the test.  
 
    They saw Kheeta vault across buildings, shouting for her teammates to run. She looked around the large room and several people ‘awed’ as the  illusion of her cleared several more rooftops. Wow, I didn’t realize just how far apart those ledges were on the way back, the Kitsune mused, rather impressed with herself. She turned scanning the room for Tarek and found him being shadowed by the enormous Selchii, irritation and embarrassment contorting his normally aloof demeanor, and intimidation keeping him rooted in his spot. She turned back to the screen as the large dragon slithered up to meet them, she saw the fear leave Tarek and watched once again as he shoved Caprice into the dragon’s maw, causing the entire audience to gasp in shock before turning to glare at the boy; to which, he simply crossed his arms and glared back. 
 
    “Oh what are you going on about it was just a test. She didn’t actually get hurt, and it saved me and Kheeta.” He raised his hands defensively, “I’ve done nothing wrong.” 
 
    “And that’s why you will not be a Quester this year Tarek,” Morla’s voice chimed in as the spider-woman descended on a long stringy web. “Sure this time it was a test, with illusions and no real danger… but once you reach the school, it’s not always illusions and the danger will be frequent.” She had reached the ground now and the crowd had begun murmuring about her recent revelation. “Dauntless Dungeon has no room for people who place themselves above the safety of their Party.” 
 
    “But-“ He began before Gorn’s hand squeezed his shoulder, letting him know firmly that it wasn’t his turn to speak yet. 
 
    “That’s why what I’m getting ready to do will be a first for us…” The Arachling paused for dramatic effect, looking around at the one-hundred gathered applicants. “Tarek, because of your actions during the placement exam, you have been disqualified for graduation.” The room exploded in shocked gasps and conversation as the Cleric’s face began to redden deeply. “I think that with further study, and a great deal of soul searching, you can be a great Quester… we look forward to seeing you next year!” Her voice had returned to its normal chipper tone and it seemed to infuriate Tarek even further. 
 
    “Look here bug, I did what I had to do so that I could-“ Tarek was once again cut off, only this time it was by Golluk who strode forward angrily. 
 
    “Master Tarek, I am ashamed by what I have seen and I know your father would be as well.” The Golem continued, standing mere feet from Morla and Gorn. 
 
    “Shut up, you bucket of bolts, no one cares what you think, you’ll be coming home with me.” Tarek reached out to grab the iron man’s hand but he quickly pulled it away. “You forget yourself Golluk… you’re mine, and you’re coming with me!” 
 
    As Tarek reached out again to grab him, Golluk pushed him away, knocking him off of his feet. “You need to learn respect!” Golluk was yelling now, something Kheeta would never expect from the soft spoken Warrior. “You have done nothing but insult our party and our instructors and I for one refuse to allow it to continue!” 
 
    “Well you don’t have a choice because you’re just a stupid present, you belong to me.” Tarek’s tone was snider than usual, which surprised Kheeta because she didn’t think that was possible. 
 
    “Actually Tarek, when Golluk signed his entrance papers, he was granted his own agency over his life. Golluk has the same rights as every other Rehspiran now.” Gorn corrected with a snarky smile splitting his shark-like face. 
 
     “Oh you think that I’m just going to leave and let this stan-“ A thick patch of webbing connected with his mouth muffling the rest of his sentence and causing his eyes to widen in shock.  
 
    Before anyone could process what had happened, Morla began spinning Tarek in a circle with her extra legs; the Cleric becoming encased in a cocoon of webbing rather quickly. Morla muttered a few words that Kheeta couldn’t quite make out, and then suddenly the wiggling mass of webbing went still and fell to the ground, empty… Tarek was gone. 
 
    The crowded room was awash with noise and commotion causing Kheeta’s ears to twitch back and forth, her tails joining in as her anxiety reached a boiling point. The loud crash of a gong shocked her and the rest of the room into sudden silence as Pip yelled to get their attention. 
 
     “Thanks Morla,” he said saluting to the spider as she took her seat. “Now, how would the rest of you like to move on to the test results?” A brief roar of excitement overtook the crowd again, before silencing and allowing the Bard to continue. “If you take your assigned seats you will find a personalized scroll. This scroll contains the scores from all your tests, as well as notations from each Pro quester on what you could improve upon.  Now-“  
 
    Pip was cut short as a blue and orange Fungee near the stage unraveled their papers and disappeared in a soft puff of white and blue smoke, leaving behind a cold mist and the musky smell of wet soil.  
 
    “Well fine then… ruin my moment,” Pip exclaimed, mocking offense and a pouting expression, before continuing. “As I was saying, there are three possibilities: you will either succeed in being accepted into the class of your choosing, in which case you will line up before the corresponding Pro.” Several shimmering rope blockades appeared, separating the Classes  into lines. “The second option is that you did not meet your desired goal,” he paused for dramatic effect as usual, looking over the crowd of worried faces, “however, the second option means you were also accepted by another Pro. In which case, you can choose to take on a different Class.” That must be why I still had to take the other tests, Kheeta thought to herself as Pip continued. “The final possibility, as you all just saw, is that you will not be asked to join us at Dauntless Dungeon this year. This is not to say that you did not do well… there were many incredible applicants this year. For those that are not accepted we hope that you will take our advisements to heart and return next year to try again. Now, go on and open your results!” 
 
    Kheeta looked around the room as several people giddily jumped up to get in line, obviously having passed their preferred class. Some walked forward with a disappointed smile, while others simply vanished filling the room with the crisp smell of the waterfall. I’m too nervous to open it… Kheeta moaned internally as she stared at the scroll through her two bushy tails.  
 
    Around her, Bartlebee and Aurora clasped hands as they bounced up and down; while Golluk stood nearby, his ethereal blue mist glowing brightly with pride. Well it looks like everyone else in the Party passed… She looked down at her own scroll and took a deep breath, pulling on the binding string; she squeezed her eyes shut as it unrolled, preparing herself to feel a cool mist settle on her fur, but to her surprise it didn’t come. Kheeta slowly peered between her lashes. 
 
    “Oh…oh my God’s,” Kheeta gasped her mouth agape as she stared down at the paper in her hand. Aurora and Bartlebee quickly turned, worry crossing their faces. 
 
    “What is it, what’s wrong?” Bartlebee asked jumping onto the chair and looking over her shoulder. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Congratulations Kheeta! 
 
    … 
 
    You have passed your Mage’s exam and have been accepted into Dauntless Dungeon Academy! 
 
    … 
 
    Below is the summary of your test results, please select your specialty and proceed to the Pro-Quester of your choice. 
 
    … 
 
    RESULTS 
 
    Mage’s Exam: Pass + Bonus Objective 
 
    Class: Invoker or Witch Doctor 
 
    Warrior Exam: Pass 
 
    Class: Barbarian or Monk or Champion 
 
    Bard Exam: Pass 
 
    Class: Artist or Musician 
 
    Cleric Exam: Fail 
 
    Rogue Exam: Fail 
 
    Party Coordination Exam: Pass + Bonus Objective 
 
      
 
    “Wow Kheeta, that’s awesome! We even passed the same number of tests,” Bartlebee continued as he patted her shoulder. “Are you going to stick with Mage?”  
 
    She looked back and smiled at him, “of course, I wouldn’t be able to stay with you guys otherwise. What about all of you?” She asked as they began walking to the lines. 
 
    “Well Aurora could pick from any class she wants,” Bartlebee answered shooting the Florae a jealous look, “but yea, we’re all staying with our first pick. Lets meet back up at the table when we’re done signing up, then we can go get some lunch.” He hollered as he hurried to his line, his excitement showing in each bouncing step.  
 
    “I agree with Bartlebee,” Aurora piped up as she held her stomach, “lets hurry so we can get some food, I’m starving!”  
 
    Kheeta waved to her friends before proceeding to her spot in the Mage’s line. She watched as people in each line spoke with the Pro-Quester for a minute or two and then left to take their seats again. She looked around at her line as it slowly moved forward and realized scenes from each student’s test were being projected above the Pro-Quester as they spoke with them. Looking to the Rogue’s line next to her; she watched as a green and red Froeggart walked into the cavern with the Venova Dente and chest. As it came into view Kheeta shuddered, thinking back to when it had eaten her. Focusing on the projection, the frogman walked around the edges of the plant, mumbling to himself quietly as he did, careful not to wake it from it’s slumber. Crossing to the opposite side of the room he took off his shoes and began stretching, before shooting off into a bouncing sprint and launching himself through the air. As he neared the end of the room he stuck to the wall midway up, and began to climb, his sticky hands and feet finding footing easily. As he neared the ceiling he flipped around to face the room below him; his tongue quickly darted out, and attached itself to the roof behind the monstrous plant. Readying himself, he leapt off the ceiling and swung over to where his tongue has landed. His wide mouth slid into a smile as he slowly lowered himself to the chest that was now below him. As he gracefully landed on it a bright light lit up the screen and his test ended. 
 
    Wow, that was so easy for him Kheeta thought jealously as she looked onward to the next line, where a Arachling stood before Pip. Glancing up at the screen she saw the spider-boy rapidly drawing a bow across his violin strings as the image of Pip beamed. Kheeta took a few steps forward and let her gaze wander to the next line, disappointed she couldn’t hear the Bard’s song over the hum of the crowd.  
 
    Settling her eyes on the Warrior’s screen Kheeta watched as a Lycarion strained under the weight of a collapsed home, a small gap revealing the trapped the family. His body froze as his ears swiveled and lifted his nose to the air, he needs to hurry, the Goblins should be there any second. The Lycarion kneeled and placed his shield under the beam like a make-shift lever. The group of Goblins turned the corner and he began barking orders his large muscles straining against his shield, and one eye continually darting towards the rushing group. 
 
    The mother and daughter managed to crawl out from under the beam as the first Goblin reached them. The wolf-man’s reflexes were fast enough to get the shield out from under the burning beam and raised to block the short sword arcing for his head. Lifting his shield he forced the Goblin’s arm to do the same, leaving its chest wide open. The Warrior swung his flail with all of his might crushing the Goblin’s sternum with a loud crack. The green corpse flew backwards into his two companions forcing them to pause for a brief moment. Shoving his fallen ally to the side the second enemy rushed at the Lycarion, who simply raised his shield to be ready, his grey fur shimmering in the firelight. A loud clang rang out as the shield deflected another sword blow, only this time the Warrior decided to swipe in a downwards right swing, his flail wrapping itself tightly around the Goblin’s leg. With a swift yank his enemy was pulled off of its feet, and a second lightning quick strike from the flail made quick work of the thick skull between it and the ground. Yes! He did it… who is this guy? Kheeta found herself thinking as her cheeks began to heat. A yelp turned her attention back to the screen, a second arrow finding it’s mark into the attractive boy’s shoulder. Kheeta gasped audibly, her hand instinctively covering her mouth as she watched with baited breath. The Lycarion snarled loudly before throwing his shield and flail to the ground, what is he doing? Kheeta’s question was answered almost as soon as it was thought; the Warrior jumped towards his attacker, throwing his full weight upon him, and sending them both crashing to the ground. The projection screen went red as the student began slashing at the Goblin’s chest with his bare claws, ferocious snarling finishing out the clip. 
 
    Kheeta realized that she hadn’t moved forward while she watched and there was roughly two feet of empty space. She quickly moved up her cheeks burning hot for a different reason now. There was one person left before she would be standing before Seh’ Luca and everyone would see the highlight that they had picked out from her test. I wonder what it’ll be? She thought to herself, looking up at the projection in front of her. An Abysytes girl stood in the Mage’s Maze with two of the bone rattling stalkers on either side of her. The Abysyte’s two sets of wings weren’t much help in the damp maze, as the walls stretched from the floor to ceiling in most areas. Her horns curled upwards, almost as if they were trying to hide in her magenta hair. Kheeta watched as the girl raised her hands to her mouth and they began to glow a soft purple. The Mage-to-be inhaled deeply and exhaled in three short controlled bursts; as she did three, sharp, purple, crystal darts shot out and found their mark in the first beast. The flesh where the projectile protruded began to sizzle and bubble as the Trepidor fell over screeching in pain. The girl wasted no time as she quickly turned her attention to the other creature, but to her surprise it had already fled, fearing a similar fate. 
 
    The projection screen lit up brightly, and Kheeta could hear Seh’ Luca say ‘you have an extremely powerful poison dart spell, and I think that you have chosen the path of Witch Doctor wisely.’ Kheeta gulped, what if she doesn’t think that I should be an Invoker? What if she thinks I should try and be a Witch Doctor? She began to panic as she realized that the Pro-Quester was gesturing for her to step forward. 
 
    “Hello again Kheeta,” the snake woman drawled, “I’m pleased to see you chose to continue down the Mages path, despite the fearsome things you have seen,” she smiled coyly, raising her eyebrow, indicating the crowded room. Turning Kheeta became aware of the various reactions across the floor, ranging from exclamations of disgust to murmurs of horror. She looked up to see a smaller her fighting off the hidden four armed monstrosity of the Mages test, as those in line behind her began questioning if anyone else had seen creature.  
 
    “Ah looks like you found Seh’s secret critter,” Pip piped up over the crowd, acknowledging Kheeta’s battle against the Vormaw “nice job, it’s been a while since someone found that nasty thing. So what Class are you going’ with?” 
 
    “Oh…um, me?” she squeaked, realizing what felt like the whole world was staring in her direction, quit being stuck on stupid, they’re just watching the screen above you, she scolded internally but it didn’t help, she felt herself becoming warm and her tails swished about anxiously. “I want to be a…a,” her eyes grew wide as her mind went blank and she began to mumble “it’s…the one with fire, and lightning…the one with all the elemen-“ she trailed off as her eye caught a glimpse of the paper on Seh’ Shira desk, “an Invoker. That’s what I want to be.”   
 
    “Oh yea, that’s a good one,” Pip said giving her an encouraging wink before turning back to his line. 
 
    “I think that you’ll make a fantastic Invoker Kheeta,” the Sehrmic woman assured her as she took the scroll from Kheeta and scribbled her signature. “Now I would like you to take this as well before returning to your seat.” Seh’ Shira handed her a small blue book with a leather bound case, the title read, A Beginner’s Guide to Summoning Elemental Familiars. 
 
    “Well that’s quite the mouthful,” Kheeta commented noting the long name and taking the book in her hands. 
 
    “On day one at Dauntless Dungeon all Invokers are expected to summon and bind an elemental familiar of their choosing from the spells in this book, so study it well.” The Pro-Quester explained as she beamed down at her star applicant. “Please take your seat now Kheeta.” 
 
    She did as she was told and quickly rushed back to her table where Aurora and Golluk were already seated. It only took another fifteen minutes for the rest of the students to finish their specialty selections and retake their seats, eagerly awaiting instruction from their mentors. 
 
    It was Gorn who stood to talk first, breaking the anticipation that hung in the air. “As you all can see there are a few Party’s here that have some missing roles.” Kheeta took a moment to look around at the other tables and noticed that there were indeed several empty seats. Not every Party had all their members pass, Kheeta reminded herself as the Selchii continued. “Now that you all are officially locked into a Class and Role we can assign your permanent Parties. This will be your Party for all three years that you attend Dauntless Dungeon, make sure to have each other’s backs because you are now essentially family.” As Gorn finished speaking he took his seat and Pip stood up and cleared his throat. 
 
    “Party one will consist of, Jorah, Morrigan, Urgoth, Gothleck, and Rogesh. Party two will be…” Kheeta watched with anticipation as the various parties were named, wondering who was going to replace Tarek in theirs. “And that brings us to the final party,” Pip continued recapturing Kheeta’s attention. “Party eight will be, Golluk, Kheeta, Aurora, and Bartlebee. Thank you all for applying and congratulations on making it to the next step of your journey! Classes will be in three days time, so return to your cabins, gather your personal belongings, and enjoy Dravenmoore. Meet at the lake at sunrise in three days time for your first day at Dauntless Dungeon!” 
 
    “But we only have four people!” Bartlebee piped up, alarmed concern showing clearly in his tone. 
 
    “We did not predict Tarek’s disqualification when the selections were made, so we find ourselves one student short.” Seh’ Shira explained, leaning forward in her chair. “We will meet with the Quest Master tonight and see what he wants us to do to rectify the situation. As such party eight will have to return tomorrow morning to receive their replacement Cleric. Now, everyone go and enjoy your last few moments of freedom!” The Sehrmic chuckled at her own joke as she took a deep drink from her wine goblet. 
 
    “Well guys, I know a nice Inn that we can stay at.” Kheeta offered as she turned to look at her Party, her friends, her new family. A Meripint, a Florae, an iron Golem, and a Kitsune… I wonder what tomorrow will bring. Kheeta thought to herself with anticipation as she walked back to the cabin unsure of what challenges lay ahead. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Epilogue  
 
    As consciousness slowly carried Kheeta back to reality she felt the sudden sensation of being tangled up. I must have rolled around a lot last night to get this stuck in the blankets, she thought to herself with a light chuckle as she reached for her bonds; however, when her fingers touched a smooth cold surface instead of the warm blankets she was jolted fully awake. Peeking downward Kheeta realized she was being enveloped with vines, causing her heart to instantly tighten as the Venova Dente that had eaten her flashed in her mind once again, before rational thought reminded her she shared a room with a Florae.  
 
    “Um…Aurora…” Kheeta whispered, feeling guilty for waking her friend, but immobility had begun  to make her feel claustrophobic.  She felt her friend stir slightly, but not enough to be fully awake. “Hey, Aurora,” she said a bit louder, trying to look up and see her companion, tickling the Flora with her fur as she did.  
 
    “Oh, hi Kheeta,” Aurora replied, stretching, unraveling herself from her furry friend. “It was so cold in here last night that I couldn’t sleep, and your fur looked so warm, and then it was really warm, and I guess I fell back asleep.” 
 
    “It’s okay, I don’t mind…” Kheeta replied awkwardly, her cheeks flushing at the pressure of the girl’s body against her own, as her eyes darted to her discarded outfit on the floor. 
 
    Just then a knock made them both slightly jump, before a small creak signaled someone’s intrusion. “Hey guys I was just seeing if you were u-“ Bartlebee stopped mid sentence as his face turned a deep purple and his eyes widened. “I’m sorry!” He squeaked before quickly shutting the door, flustered by seeing the two girls in bed together. Aurora simply looked at Kheeta who had pulled the blankets up to her shoulders and after a brief moment they both erupted into laughter. 
 
    Kheeta hopped down out of bed and began dressing as Aurora’s vines coiled back around the her torso and chest, forming her usual plant corset. After gathering their things they opened the door to Golluk and an embarrassed Bartlebee. “I guess we learned why we wait for a response after knocking didn’t we?” Aurora asked Bartlebee with a flirtatious wink, heading down the stairs to the Inn’s common room. 
 
    As Kheeta followed her friends down the stairs she was met with one of the most succulent scents she had ever smelt. Roasted ham with honey apples and fresh eggs adorned many of the patron’s plates, the breakfast rush getting underway. 
 
    “Will you be joining us for breakfast?” Tina, the innkeeper, asked from her position behind the bar. She had her back to them and stood halfway up a ladder, hanging up the large painted portrait Bartlebee had done the previous night. 
 
    “Not this morning, we have pressing matters at the school,” Golluk answered for them, “but thank you.” 
 
    “Of course,” she flashed them a small smile, “your rooms will still be here when you get back, and I’ll have the other one prepped as well.” With Tina’s assurances the Party left the inn and began down the street towards the lake that led to Dauntless Dungeon’s waterfall, eager to meet their new cleric. 
 
    It was barely dawn outside and the first lights of the twin suns began to peer through the clouds, causing a light mist to fall over the streets of Dravenmoore. Soft dew and frost covered almost every surface, giving the city a shimmering effect, it’s simply beautiful. Kheeta mused as they made their way down the still quiet streets. Drawing closer to the other end of town, where the lake was located, Kheeta could vaguely make out two silhouettes in the distance. “I wonder who that is?” Kheeta mumbled to herself as they continued their approach. 
 
    “I’m glad to see that Party Eight understands what it means to be punctual.” Seh’ Shira commented the group finally reaching the two figures. 
 
    “I told you they wouldn’t be late,” Pip replied smiling at Kheeta and company. “I believe Velora will be here soon as we-“ As the Musmeer turned around the water of the waterfall began to take on a familiar stair-like flow. 
 
    Kheeta’s eyes ascended the stairs to see two more figures descending. The first was tall, at least eight feet, he had orange skin, a singular eye enveloped most of his forehead, with two large bull-like horns sitting not far above. He had no hair, and three large teeth protruded from his thick lips. Next to the massive man was a race that Kheeta had never seen before; deep purple in color, the newcomer had the physique of a humanoid but their skin and hair seemed to be made of a gelatinous ooze. A large skull with glowing yellow eyes floated, suspended in what appeared to be slime molded to resemble a female face. 
 
    “Ah Mr. Icculos it’s so nice to see you again,” Seh’ Shira said to the large one eyed man as the two strangers reached the bottom of the stairs. 
 
    “This one didn’t want to get out of bed this morning.” The man replied, gesturing to the pouting slime next to him. 
 
    “I would have had no problem waking up if someone wouldn’t have insisted that I teach him how to play Go Skinsnapper.” The purple ooze, who Kheeta assumed was Velora, shot back playfully; receiving only an eye roll in reply. 
 
    “Well either way you’re here now.” Pip interjected with a chuckle. “Now I wish I could help you guys get to know each other but the Quest Master has requested a meeting with all Pro Questers and faculty so we really must be going.” Without waiting for any kind of response Pip turned and began heading up the stairs followed promptly by Seh’ Shira and Mr. Icculos. 
 
    Velora just stood before them staring, the awkwardness of the situation not lost on anyone. Kheeta just smiled at the odd girl and gave a little wave.  
 
    “So… you’re a Slime.” Bartlebee said, finally addressing the Korlax in the room. 
 
    “Bartlebee! You can’t just go around saying what race people are.” Aurora exclaimed, embarrassed by the blunt declaration of the bard. 
 
    “It’s fine, I’m not actually a Slime anyways.” Velora responded, the skull inside of her translucent body bobbing slightly with her speech. “I’m a Slyrum, we’re a subspecies of Slime, and we’ve even signed the Peace Treaty.” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Bartlebee offered meekly while looking down at his shoes. 
 
    “Really don’t be. Slyrum have just recently been declassified as monsters; in fact, I’m the only one that’s ever left my village.”  
 
    Just like me! Kheeta thought to herself excitedly, her twin tails swishing back and forth, as she stared on at the curious girl, there were so many questions she wanted to ask her. 
 
    “I’m actually finishing my fourth and final year at Dauntless, I’m already a level five Druid.” Velora’s tone showed pride that her limited facial expressions couldn’t convey. 
 
    “That’s really impressive! Why are you being placed with a first  year Party then?” Golluk complimented and then asked, voicing the confusion shared by the rest of the group. 
 
    “As a Slyrum the Quest Master felt that I needed another year of schooling before I’m allowed to get my license.” Velora explained, more than a hint of irritation in her tone. 
 
    “So did the rest of your Party already move on then?” Kheeta asked. 
 
    “Well three did… the other died.” Velora’s tone was a mix of disappointment, sadness, and guilt. 
 
    “I’m so sorry,” Kheeta replied, not meaning to reopen old wounds. 
 
    “It’s okay… I just… I’d rather not talk about it.” Velora was staring anywhere but the Party now and they could all tell that she was getting extremely uncomfortable. 
 
    “Well we have two more days in Dravenmoore… what do you guys want to do?” Aurora asked them trying to change the topic.  
 
    “We should go see my friend Calisto at the market square,” Kheeta offered. “His wife invited us all to breakfast?” 
 
    “Well I’m starving so I’m down,” Bartlebee answered skipping up ahead towards the town market. 
 
    “Alright, breakfast it is then.” Aurora chuckled as they continued to follow the skipping Bard. 
 
    Walking into the market Kheeta was once again ambushed by mouth-watering smells as she lifted her nose sifting through the different scents until a familiar one caught her attention. Still sniffing at the air she began to wind and weave her way though the crowd as her Party attempted to catch up with her.  
 
    “Kheeta! Wait for us,” Bartlebee hollered, trying to avoid being underfoot to the larger races before being hoisted up by Golluk and placed on his shoulder.  
 
    Aurora rose up on her vines, stepping over a majority of the crowd to reach the Kitsune, “where are you taking us anyway,” she asked as they waited for everyone else. 
 
    “Mmm…I’m pretty sure to Calisto, this smells just like their house.”  
 
    ”Kheeta!” a trio of voices rang out, “you came,” a small centaur crashed into the fox girls legs, knocking her down before being tackled by two small Satyrs. Two long tendrils of slime lifted the Satyr boys onto their feet as Golluk helped Kheeta and the Centaur girl to theirs.  
 
    “Hi guys,” she said beaming at the children, “everyone this is Tianara,” she said indicating the young centaur who curtsied in reply, “and this is Grett and Zohk,” the two boys waved in response to their name, “where’s your mom and dad?” 
 
    “Oh we’re just not as springy as those three, but we’re coming,” Calisto said as he and his wife approached the group. “Looks like you got yourself a pretty great Party, come on you can introduce us while we dish up your plates,” he said putting his arm around Kheeta’s shoulder and leading them to food.  
 
    They spent the rest of the morning enjoying the finest home cooked meal that Merigohl had ever made. Bartlebee told the stories of the Quester’s Exam much to the amusement of the children; he spoke of flesh eating Skinsnappers, the sleeping Venova Dente, the dull-witted Trolls, and the ferocious Dragon. After much laughter and revelry it was time to say goodbye and Kheeta’s Party waited patiently nearby for their friend to finish up. 
 
    “I can’t believe I actually made it…” Kheeta said looking at the Satyr before her, her first friend outside The Den. 
 
    “I knew you would,” Calisto replied back simply. “Kheeta, you’re going to be a fantastic Quester I know it…” He pulled her into a tight hug as his voice began to choke up, “I’m no good at goodbyes so you write me okay?” 
 
    “Of course, and I’ll visit whenever I can… I’m going to miss you Calisto.” She looked at him and smiled a teary smile. Turning away to prevent the other tears that were welling up she began walking towards her waiting party. 
 
    “I know what will cheer you up Miss Kheeta,” Golluk offered after a few moments of awkward silence. The Kitsune turned to look up at her iron friend, her tails both drooping down behind her. “Funnel cake!” Golluk finally finished, Kheeta’s ears perking up at the mention of her favorite desert. 
 
    “I mean…I’ll still be sad…” she sniffled, a small smile pulling at her lips, “but my tummy will be happy, so we should probably give it a try.” They laughed as they walked to the nearby stand for an early afternoon treat, where Kheeta greedily ogled the cakes, searching for the most powdered one. Reaching for the dessert she had determined to be the best she instead grabbed someone’s hand causing her to quickly recoil,. “Ah, I’m sorry I should’ve been paying attention,” she stammered as she looked up to meet a familiar face. “Oh, Soza, hi, I’m sorry I grabbed you, what are you guys up to,” Kheeta asked quickly still overrun with embarrassment.  
 
    Soza laughed at her fellow, frantic mage, as her group came to stand with her. ”You’re fine, I didn’t see you either, we’re actually just grabbing a snack before going to watch the Class Clash,” upon seeing Kheeta’s confused expression she elaborated, “Clash is an arena in town where people of each Class come to fight, show off abilities, or try to raise their Quester score so they can get better jobs.” She explained 
 
    Bartlebee hopped off Golluk’s shoulder, landing in front of Caprice, who let out a short yelp before cupping her hand over her mouth. “Wait a squidly minute, you’re going to Class Clash, we have to go, I’ve wanted to see one in action for years, my parents just never wanted to travel this far inland. Can we go, please, this can be my activity for today.” 
 
    “Heck yes,” Aurora exclaimed “I would love to see some full fledged Rogues show off their moves, I might get some ideas.”  
 
    Velora shifted uncomfortably, “You guys can go ahead without me, I don’t attend Clash this time of the week, not all their security appreciate the Treaty,” she stated with a saddened tone.  
 
    “Because you’re a Slyrum?” Caprice questioned, quickly turning red, realizing what she’d just asked and meekly adding, “right?” 
 
    Soza coughed awkwardly, “well, I was actually thinking about going to an apothecary shop in town that’s going to be closed tomorrow, do you…maybe want to come with me?” 
 
    “Well, I don’t know…” Velora began uneasily. 
 
    “Oh my gosh we should, I’ll come too,” Kheeta jumped in, wanting to include her new teammate. “Are you going to Merleus’ Apothecary, cause I met him earlier this week and his store looked really amazing. The three of us can go while they watch their fights.” Velora’s expression beamed at the Kitsune, causing her tail to poof slightly. After they all agreed that they would meet back at the Inn when they were done with their various activities, they split into two groups; one off to watch the intense Class Clashes and the other to Merleus’ Apothecary. 
 
    The odd looking trio of girls were making their way down the winding alleyways of Dravenmoore when a familiar trill caught Kheeta’s attention. Stopping she looked to her left and saw Bastion, her Keezor friend. Running over to the small creature she shared some of Merighol’s leftovers and introduced him to her friends. They laughed as the little animal bashed his head against the wall happily until a much louder crash from the left sent a cluster of blue Paloofs into the air. 
 
    “What was that?” Kheeta asked looking in the direction of the sound, her tails swishing anxiously behind her. 
 
    “Help! Stop it!” An older voice pleaded loudly causing the make-shift Party to sprint in its direction. 
 
    “I think it came from back here!” Soza hollered to her friends, pointing down the dark alley, that forked left at the end of their vision. 
 
    As they left Bastion and made their way down they saw who was making the noise. “Oh thank the Gods!“ Merleus exclaimed Please, you have to help me!” Two large Garnorians stood between them and the elder Fungee, and they didn’t look like they were friendly. 
 
    “You little ladies are going to go right back down that alley.” The green Garnorian with broad shoulders snarled. 
 
    “Yeah, and you’re gonna forget we were here… or else.” The second, a blue scrawny one, threatened menacingly. 
 
    “What kind of Questers would we be if we did that?” Velora shot back, raising her arms up into the air as the ground began to tremble lightly. Before either Garnorian could react long vines burst through the cracks in the cobblestone and secured themselves to her target’s neck, arms, and legs. The two men stood there, frozen in place by the restraints until Velora lowered her hands and the vines pulled back into the earth. The rope-like plants didn’t loosen their grip on the Garnorians on the way down however, ensnaring them prone on their back. 
 
    “Why you little no good son of-“ The green Garnorian was cut off as two globs of purple slime connected with each of their mouths, completely encasing them. 
 
    “That’s not a nice thing to call a school child.” Velora taunted before walking past the two enemies, still struggling against their bonds only now their screams of frustration were muffled cries. 
 
    Kheeta looked on in amazement at her Party’s new Cleric. “That was incredible! I didn’t know Clerics could do that!” She exclaimed, unable to contain her excitement. 
 
    “Well I am a Druid Class so I work closely with plant and wild life.” Velora explained as she helped Merleus back up to his feet. 
 
    “Either way, that was some impressive magic,” Soza added glancing down at the two still struggling captives.   
 
    “Indeed it was,” Merleus agreed, dusting off his long and colorful robe. Kheeta was glad that the tall and slender fungus-man seemed to be shaken but relatively unharmed. “How can I repay you?” Merleus continued, addressing the three girls, “who knows what these two would have done with me if you girls hadn’t shown up?” 
 
    “Well my friend here was told that you collect magic items?” Velora bartered, shooting a quick glance back at Soza. 
 
    “Of course, of course,” he nodded “are you searching for anything…in particular?”  
 
    Soza peered around the alley quickly before leaning in towards the tall man, “I was hoping to see some Astral items,” she answered in a hushed tone. 
 
    The Fungee raised his eyebrows in feign shock, “oh-ho-ho and who’s been running around spreading rumors about me,” he inquired a steely glint flashing quickly in his eyes. 
 
     “I have some family members that’ve used you before and said I should check out your shop  when I got to town,” she retorted, her voice full of false innocence, playing the potentially dangerous verbal dance of the black market. 
 
    Velora coughed, breaking up the intense stare down between the two, “we also saved you, if you remember,” she reminded him. 
 
    Merleus stared between the three girls before allowing a thin smile to spread across his lips and chuckling, “now, now, no need for a shake down, right this way please.” He walked to the back corner of his shop and slid out a piece of wood near the dirt hiding a lever, pulling it caused several soft clicks as a small section of his cobblestone walkway sunk leading to a dark stairway.  Exiting the narrow corridor they entered  an expansive room filled with strange relics that lined the dusty shelves. The ceiling was low, Kheeta could stand fine but Merleus had to tilt his head significantly. “If you have any questions don’t hesitate to ask.” The tall apothecary was sitting behind the counter now, flipping through a purple ledger. 
 
    Kheeta walked around the room ogling the merchandise and wondering what half of it could be for. “What’s this?” Soza asked Merleus as she pointed at a large purple crystal. 
 
    “Oh, that is a seeing crystal… they’re pretty useless for most people.” Merleus explained looking back down to his ledger. 
 
    “What is a seeing crystal for? Can it see the future?” Kheeta asked, joining Velora in admiring a Trepidor skull on the shelf. 
 
    “Well if someone is in the Astral Plane then they can store messages inside of these crystals.” Merleus began to explain, still not looking up from his ledger. 
 
    “That seems pretty useful,” Soza pointed out, confused as to why he would call it useless. 
 
    “It would be, except that the message can only be received by the person it was intended for, so most people have no use for them.” He had placed his quill down and was looking at Soza with a curious expression. “You remind me of another Kelphyte I knew… you said that your family used to come here?” 
 
    “Yes, my mother. She’s been missing for years now, stuck in the Astral Plane.” Soza answered causing Merleus’ eyebrows to try and climb off his face. 
 
    “So that’s how you look familiar… I remember your mother, always studying the Astral if I’m right.” Merleus’ tone turned comforting as he looked at the Kelphyte girl, “if she taught you anything, it should have been that no one can survive for years in the Astral.” 
 
    “Trust me, she’s alive… I can feel it.” Soza’s eyes shone with unfallen tears, “if she’s alive she would have left a message… I have to know.” Soza reached out and grabbed ahold of the crystal and softly muttered “mom” beginning to violently shake. 
 
    “Soza! Are you okay?” Kheeta exclaimed as she rushed to her friend who had begun bleeding from the nose. “Just let go of the crystal Soza!” She grabbed ahold of the gem to try and wrench it away from the Kelphyte but as soon as she touched the rock the shop was gone and she was somewhere else.  
 
    “Soza! Where are we?” Kheeta asked, a bit louder that she would have wanted, but the Mage-girl either ignored her or couldn’t hear. Before them sat a small wooden hut, shabbily constructed, and not at all safe, not that much is in the Astral Plane. In front of the cabin sat a female Kelphyte, she had sea foam green skin, long blue hair, and long flowing tentacles. The woman had her face in the palm of a Vormaw and Kheeta had originally feared for her safety, sure she was about to witness something truly horrifying. She was wrong however, as the woman simply spoke into the mouth of the hand. The Vormaw’s other hand was placed upon a crystal of a similar shape and size to the one that they currently held. Kheeta opened her mouth to try and be heard, and once again it was to no avail. Just then, a booming female voice rang out through their heads. “I can feel the balance shifting, the veil is weakening, you must prepare!” 
 
    A blinding flash lit up the sky and Kheeta was thrown backwards. Shaking her head clear she took in her surroundings with more than a little confusion. “What happened?” 
 
    “Well Soza started shaking and you tried to take the crystal only to start seizing also. Then the whole crystal blew up with a light and now it’s cracked.” Velora answered as she helped the Kitsune up, and her eyes grew as large as dinner plates. “Kheeta… not to alarm you but…” She helped Soza to her feet and her mouth fell agape also. “You’ve grown another tail.” 
 
    Kheeta normally would have been panicking over the appearance of yet another tail and what that could mean; but she had already toned out the rest of the room. Her friends were a dull and distant chatter as Soza’s mother’s words kept rolling around in her head, “you must prepare!” Prepare? Prepare for who? For what? Kheeta thought to herself as a familiar pit of anxiety took up residence in her stomach. Whatever it is… I’ll be prepared. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Glossary 
 
    General Terms 
 
    Quest Master – The individual who is in charge of the entire Quester’s Council and second in power only to the King of Rhespira. 
 
    Quest - A job submitted to the Quester’s Council for approval by anyone in Rhespira. Once approved and a monetary reward decided, it is loaded to local Quester boards for completion. 
 
    Quester – An individual who has graduated from Dauntless Dungeon and received a Quester’s License, allowing them to join a Guild. 
 
    Pro-Quester – A Quester who has won the Pro-Quester Tournament, an annual placement competition for the best of the best.  
 
    Guild – A collaboration of parties that work together under a single name. 
 
    Party – A group of five Questers, generally assembled to take on harder missions. 
 
    Role – Every party consists of five roles, a Mage, a Warrior, a Rogue, a Cleric, and a Bard. 
 
    Class – Every role has a few class options that a Quester can choose from. 
 
      
 
    Roles and Classes 
 
    Mage – Magic users that can be Invokers or Witch Doctors. 
 
    
    	 Invokers are powerful mages that can cast a variety of elemental or illusion magic. 
 
    	 Witch Doctors are mages that specialize in Voodoo and summoning, relying on blood magic. 
 
   
 
    Warrior – Questers trained in the art of martial weapons and fighting they can be Barbarians, Commanders, or Monks 
 
    
    	 Barbarians are warriors that rely on brute strength and savagery. 
 
    	 Commanders are masters of the sword and shield with a mind for tactics. 
 
    	 Monks are warriors of both the body and mind, and excel in unarmed combat. 
 
   
 
    Rogue – Questers who prefer to stick to the shadows to pick locks, pockets, and disarm traps. They can be Thieves or Assassins. 
 
    
    	 Thieves are masters of stealth and pick pocketing, and can best almost any lock 
 
    	 Assassins are blades for hire, striking from the shadows and masters of traps. 
 
   
 
    Cleric – Questers who are chosen by the Gods themselves to be their influence in the world. They can be Druids or Blessed Champions. 
 
    
    	 Druids are Clerics that worship nature to the point that they can not only talk to but also control plant and animal life. 
 
    	 Blessed Champions are Clerics chosen by a God to spread their will, they usually make great healers. 
 
   
 
    Bard – These Questers are in it for the money and entertainment, they can be Musicians or Artists. 
 
    
    	 Musicians are Bards that master the art of an instrument or their voice to a magical level. 
 
    	 Artists are Bards that can weave the fabric of magic into their ink, bringing their paintings to life. 
 
   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Locations in this book 
 
    Rhespira – The single continental land mass that makes up all of the known world in the Mortal Plane. 
 
    Dauntless Dungeon – The top Quester school in Rhespira, located in Dravenmoore. The structure sits atop three separate floating islands, and its tall clockwork spires are a beacon to those who thirst for adventure.  
 
    Dravenmoore - A bustling steampunk metropolis and crown jewel of Rhespira, this massive city is home to both the royal family and Dauntless Dungeon.  
 
    Tohmar – A small humble farming town outside of Dravenmoore, mostly inhabited by Centaurs and Satyrs. Calisto and his family live here.  
 
    The Den – An enchanted grove deep within Verngoth forest hidden both from sight and memory by powerful magic. Kheeta and her fellow Kitsunes recluse here.  
 
    Verngoth Forest – A large sprawling forest rumored to be haunted and braved by few. Those who do usually return hours later with little memory aside from a feeling of terror. 
 
    Glittermoore Caves – An expansive network of caverns and crawlways. A unique variant of Redcap reside within. 
 
    Astral Plane – One of the planes of existence, the other two being the Ethereal and Mortal, the Astral is where all magic derives. It is possible to travel there physically though the danger and law prohibit most from doing so.  
 
      
 
    Gods 
 
    Megoria – A female Goddess with the visage of a Centaur. She is the Goddess of knowledge and magic and is a member of the Good Pantheon.  
 
    Regaris – A male Aven God of power and corruption. He is a member of the Bad Pantheon.  
 
    Fongarah- A male Fungee God of luck and poisons, he is a member of the Good Pantheon.  
 
    Tormentula- A female Arachling who is the Goddess of thieves and shadows. She is a member of the Bad Pantheon.  
 
    Ahquora – A female Meripint who is the Goddess of creativity and coin. She is a member of the Good Pantheon 
 
    Lithera – A female Abysyte who is the Goddess of lust and lies. She is a member of the Bad Pantheon. 
 
    Petorii – A female Florae Goddess of life and love. She’s a member of the Good Pantheon and the first and strongest of the Gods.  
 
    Windiigan – A male zombified Sehrmic, he is the God of death and decay. He leads the Bad Pantheon.  
 
    Craydon – A male Cerulean God of protection and loyalty. He is the defender of the Good Pantheon.  
 
    Gogalog – A male Garnorian God of war and violence, he is a member of the Bad Pantheon.  
 
    Races in the Peace Treaty 
 
    Kitsune – A forgotten but living race of humanoid foxes that reside deep within The Den. Kitsune’s value honor and tradition above all else and never leave their village due to fear of Rhespira’s other races.  
 
    Human – A race that has almost all but faded into memory and history. Most were wiped out when the other races rose up against them.  
 
    Lycarion – This race of wolf-like humanoids have strong bonds to their families, called packs. They are common in Rhespira and are often Questers. 
 
    Berejorn – Often called bear-people, due to them looking like every variation of bear, this race is extremely defensive and often find themselves as guardians of sorts.  
 
    Selchii – Tall, strong, and broad shouldered shark folk, the Selchii are some of Rhespira’s fiercest Warriors, residing near coastlines all over the continent. 
 
    Shelidon – A race that resembles the great turtles of land and sea. They are bipedal and extremely wise, often referred to as the deepest race in Rhespira, they make great Questers. 
 
    Musmeer -  A unique race of mouse-folk comparative in size to a human child. Several communities of Musmeer lie within the many hills of Rhespira. 
 
    Arachling – Humanoid from the waist up, with the lower torso and legs of a large spider, other races sometimes find themselves spooked by their appearance though many are still famous Questers.  
 
    Treant – Though they appear to simply be animated trees, the Treant are a race unto themselves. They value knowledge and the preservation of nature above all else. 
 
    Fungee – Similar to their distance cousin the Treants, they resemble animated fungi.  Coming in various sizes and colors, they are one of the most unique races in Rhespira.  
 
    Florae – Moving by an intricate system of roots, this all female race resemble the numerous flora that cover Rhespira. They are almost always Clerics of Petorii, their patron Goddess. 
 
    Aven – These flightless bird-folk have long plumage covering their entire body, and come in a multitude of colors. The leading profession of this species is merchant. 
 
    Sehrmic – Snake from the waist down, this matriarchal race, whose current Queen resides over Rhespira with King Draven, make natural Witch Doctors and rule with an iron fist. 
 
    Meripint – This small three foot amphibious sub-race of Hafpints have large tentacles in place of hair that can move independently. Their culture obsesses over the fine arts and as such as these squid folk are the most common Bards.  
 
    Bottonpint – Like other Hafpints, they stand roughly 3 feet tall but this sub-race’s skin seems to be covered in a moss like fur, and their hair made of leaves. They tend to live in the forests and don’t typically leave, opting instead to stay and tend to the flora and fauna. 
 
    Stalagpint – Slightly smaller than the other Hafpints, due to them scurrying on all fours, their skin can resembles a range of gems and they possess multi-faceted eyes. Usually dwelling in subterranean caves, the few who venture out typically become Rogues.  
 
    Geonor – This short, stout sub-race are broad shouldered and barrel chested. Their skin appears to be made of rock and they have long mole-like hands that they use to tunnel under the earth living in subterranean communities.  
 
    Aquanor – These Nors, like all, are short and stout only the Aquanor live in underwater cities instead of underground ones. They are amphibious and their skin appears to be made of coral instead of rock. 
 
    Abyssnor – Often called ‘Dark Nor’ this race has skin as black as coal, with yellow eyes, sharp teeth, clawed hands, and they can see through any darkness. These Nor make fantastic Rogues and live in small groups of caves. 
 
    Abysytes – Tall and gaunt with pale complexions and a long whip like tail, as well as  four wings on their lower back, the Abysytes are often mistaken for villains though they are actually rather scholarly. 
 
    Kelphyte – The most unique Phyte in appearance the Kelphyte resemble humanoid jellyfish. They are amphibious and usually master the magic arts with great ease. 
 
    Sylphyte – The forest dwelling Phytes the Sylphyte look like tall slender humans with pointed ears and soft features. Some Sylphytes have been know to grow small antlers from their head. 
 
    Centaur – Half human and half horse, this race is one of the most noble in all Rhespira. There is no equivalent in archery and they hold familial ties in high regard. 
 
    Satyr – Satyrs appear to be humans with the curved horns and lower torso of a goat. They are a musical race and love telling stories; as such, they make natural bards and are common in Rhespira. 
 
    Garnorian – These lizard-folk are tall, strong, with large jaws, and long tails. They can be a variety of colors and their leader is the King of Rhespira. 
 
    Froeggart – This race appear to be humanoid frogs, standing no taller than five feet at the tallest and three at the shortest. They live in villages in the swamp lands, can stick to walls and are amphibious. 
 
    Cerulean – Resembling giant crabs, mantis shrimp, and lobsters the Cerulean are a humanoid race of unparalleled strength. They value peace and honor above all else, and their exoskeleton makes them walking guardians from birth. 
 
    Golem – Iron servants, Golems were once created in mass by King Draven until he learned the secret to their creation and outlawed it. 
 
    Gargoyle – These stone creatures are fierce guardian statues that have been animated and given life through the process of Ethereal soul binding, a practice that is now illegal in Rhespira. 
 
    Cyclops – Large one eyed horned humanoids with orange skin, this race was one of the last to sign the treaty followed only by the Slyrum.  
 
    Nymph – Water spirits who have crossed over from the Elemental plane for various reasons. They have blue skin, hair that resembles seaweed and excrete a pheromone that attracts all races and genders. 
 
    Mermaid – Half human and half fish, Mermaids are one of the oldest and rarest races in Rhespira. Most go an entire lifetime without ever meeting one. 
 
    Slyrum – A race of sentient slimes, the Slyrum have signed the peace treaty but are discriminated against as most people still consider them monsters. There exists only one settlement of Slyrum and they rarely leave. They have a skull that is visible, due to their translucent gel-like body and their true origins are a closely kept secret. 
 
    Ghost – Individuals who have died and are unable to move on to the Ethereal plane from the Mortal, Elemental, or Astral Plane for various reasons. 
 
    Monsters in this book 
 
    Skinsnappers – An ‘S’ shaped body with a barbed spike make up the majority of the this translucent fish, whose organs imitate gold to lure in prey. The rest of it is an eyeless face with two gnashing mouths of sharp teeth, and two strong arms that ended in razor-like claws. 
 
    Goblins – Short and scrawny creatures with large ears and green skin, they usually attack civilized people on sight and form tribal bands. 
 
    Hob-Goblins – Very similar in appearance to Goblins only standing eight feet tall and have long hands and fingers. 
 
    Gremlins - About two feet tall, with long floppy ears, grey skin, one large bulbous yellow eye, three clawed fingers on each hand, and a toothy mouth that stretches from ear to ear. 
 
    Redcaps – Six to eight inches these tiny pests plague most of Rhespira. Two bulbous eyes sit at the far ends of their red triangular heads and they sport a pair of strong mandibles. They have a long tail that is covered in barbed quills. 
 
    Glittercaps – Similar to Redcaps aside from their incredibly pale skin, and heads that are a muted red speckled with Glittermoore dust from within. They have also developed strong claws and club like tails.  
 
    Troll – Extremely large, dull creatures, with sickly green skin, long arms that reach the ground, and an incredible strength.  
 
    Dragon – A massive winged beast that only the bravest or most foolish of Questers challenge. There are many varieties of Dragons as they can embody any of Rhespira’s elements.  
 
    Mimic -  An organism that fuses with an inanimate container to create a new creature. They typically devour anything trying to loot them with any non-organic material being stored in a hollow chamber below. They have long powerful tongues and sharp teeth.   
 
    Kraken – A massive underwater monstrosity of legend, it is said that a single tentacle can smash a ship in half. 
 
    Venova Dente – These meat eating plants have three large heads, each like that of a Venus trap, they vary drastically in size but all are dangerous.  
 
    Lingtrill – Astral creatures who use a hollow spike that protrudes from their beak to puncture the skull of their victims before crawling inside, eating the organs and making the fresh corpse their new home. Their trilling noises are then used to draw in further prey. 
 
    Trepidor – A large, gaunt, feline, predator with several long spines protruding from their back all adorned with rattling bones. Trepidors have no eyes, rat-like tails, hooked claws, and their mouth opens three ways; they hunt and see by sensing fear. 
 
    Vormaw – A grotesque horror with four arms, a gnashing mouth in each palm, and a headless torso that is taken up by its one bulbous eye. They hunt down those who steal from the Astral Plane as they are the Guardians of all Astral Artifacts. They are one of the most intelligent races in all Rhespira, though most who meet them never have the chance to find this out. 
 
    Paloof – A small creature, that’s only discernable features are two large orb-like eyes surrounded by a fluffy fuzz that comes in a variety of bright colors. They absorb polluted air and release clean oxygen, and as such their chirps are common in big cities. 
 
    Rust Monster – An insectoid creature, standing between two and three feet tall, they are known for a corrosive saliva that gave them their name. 
 
    Allog –  Small amphibians, these creatures resemble a frog with the head of an alligator. 
 
    Leott – A small gilled mammal that resembles an otter with a mane of kelp around its head and six legs. 
 
    Pixie – These small Fey creatures inhabit forests and lakes, appearing as small orbs of light. 
 
    Korlax – Large four armed creatures with obese stomachs, a turtle-like shell, the face of a sloth, and long orange shaggy fur. They are dull and slow but known for their temper. 
 
    Fungroom – Large green mushrooms with spidery legs and sharp mouths underneath their caps. They release a paralyzing spore and then consume their prey in groups. 
 
    Pipit – A small cave-dwelling lizard with the ability to glide small distances on leathery flaps of skin. 
 
    Baetrim – A Dragon-sized creature, the Baetrim has a fierce ice breath; that it uses to freeze its prey solid before smashing it with its large club-like tail. A bat head, large wings, and the ability to control blizzards, make this creature a feared encounter on all mountain passes. 
 
    Blizzit – Small four-armed flying creatures, they emit a soft blue glow, causing them to appear as floating orbs from a distance and often be mistaken for Pixies. They can shoot ice shards from their hands and regularly harass hikers and others that travel the mountain passes. 
 
    Helcian – A white wolf possessing an icy tail of a scorpion. This tail can inflict victims with Ice Rot, which will slowly turn their body into a block of ice. 
 
    Tucahr -  Small harmless creatures found on beaches throughout Rhespira, common pets even. They have brightly colored feathers they use to fly and their body looks like a five pointed star. 
 
    Cast of this book 
 
    Kheeta – An anxiety riddled Kitsune who dreams of leaving The Den and becoming a Quester. 
 
    Bartlebee – An erratic Meripint who is determined to make his family proud and become a famous artist. 
 
    Aurora – A flirtatious Florae, she defies expectations by hoping to be a Rogue instead of a Cleric of Petorii like her family wants. 
 
    Golluk – An Iron Golem created by Tarek’s father to accompany him as his guardian. Golluk is a kindhearted and polite friend to everyone. 
 
    Tarek – A Sylphyte aristocrat who has had the world on a silver platter. He is the self-proclaimed ‘owner’ of Golluk and possesses a nasty temperament. 
 
    Celia – The ghost of a mermaid Quester who was once a famed Pirate Captain. Her soul is trapped in the lake of Verngoth Forest. 
 
    Pip – A Musmeer Bard and Pro-Quester, Pip is known throughout all Rhespira for his various songs, plays, and books. 
 
    Seh’ Shira – A Sehrmic Mage, she is revered as one of the wisest  Pro-Questers.  
 
    Moira – An Arachling Pro-Quester with multiple personalities, though she may be crazy she’s one of the best Rogues in Rhespira.   
 
    Az’ Rocc – An Aven Cleric who is the most devout of the Pro-Questers. His healing spells are that of legend. 
 
    Gorn – A large, brutish Selchii whose voice alone commands respect. He defines what it is to be a Warrior Pro-Quester.  
 
    Lu’ Rho – A black and white Berejorn from a mountain monastery, who is determined to become an honorable Cleric.  
 
    Klept – A Stalagpint of few words, but many stolen treasures. This Rogue to be can’t seem to help himself.  
 
    Tehsugon – A Shelidon warrior with a broken shell that he uses as a shield and a weapon made from the tooth of the one who broke it.  
 
    Caprice – A Satyr who has dedicated her life to following her parent’s legacy. She is a talented harpist and a dead eye with a bow. 
 
    Soza – A Kelphyte Mage determined to understand the secrets of the Astral plane. She uses a staff gifted by her missing mother.  
 
    Calisto – An alchemist Satyr who resides in Tohmar with his wife and three children.  
 
    Merigohl – A Centaur who is married to Calisto and mother of three children, she is both a talented cook and retired Quester.  
 
    King Draven – A regal Garnorian who led a revolution that ended with him claiming the throne of Rhespira. 
 
    Queen Vyliska – The Sehrmic princess who married King Draven ensuring an era of peace following the revolution.  
 
    Quest Master Koonai – A Musmeer who banished Octilus and founded Dauntless Dungeon.  
 
    Octilus – The former dark Cleric of Tormentula, he went to great lengths, including genocide, to try to bring his Goddess to the mortal plane.  
 
    Ms. Sylvie – A kindhearted and gentle Treant who works as Dauntless Dungeon’s librarian.  
 
    Apothecary Merleus – A tall and slender Fungee who is getting older in years, he runs the most renowned apothecary in Dravenmoore.  
 
    Bogdu – Merleus’ Froeggart assistant, he is the apothecary’s sole employee.  
 
    Velora – The only Slyrum to leave their community, she is a third year Cleric at Dauntless Dungeon.  
 
    Mr. Icculos – An eight foot, Cyclops, Warrior that teaches martial training at Dauntless Dungeon. He has a soft spot for Velora. 


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Coming Up Next! 
 
      
 
    Dauntless Dungeon: The Crystal’s Secret 
 
    Join Kheeta as she begins her first year at Dauntless Dungeon, where she will be pushed to her limits, and dark plots start brewing. 
 
    … 
 
    The After Case Files: Red Riding Hood 
 
    Enter the dark macabre world of Fairtalia, a fairy-tale world created by Devan and Jade Johnson where all of your favorite nursery rhymes and stories exist together… only these are not the stories you thought you knew. Part 1 in a 9 book series exploring the darkest depths of insanity. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    About the Authors 
 
      
 
    Devan Johnson – Devan found a love of writing and publishing at a young age, releasing his first novel as a high school freshman. After meeting Jade and weathering the headache of self-publishing they decided to create their own company, HaffoxTalesLLC, that he is excited to share the Legends of Rhespira and many other stories through. 
 
      
 
    Jade Johnson – Jade has always enjoyed writing, but it wasn’t until  she started dating Devan that she considered publishing. Their first world was created on their first date, and she looks forward to all the others they will create over the years. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    A Final Note From The Authors 
 
      
 
    This book was published by our company HafoxTalesLLC. If you would like to contact us regarding this book or any publication that you are currently working on you can find our information online at www.hafoxtales.com or email us at haffoxtalesllc@gmail.com 
 
    We feel that writing is an important task that more people should partake in; and therefore started HaffoxTales so we can help other struggling independent authors to navigate the confusing headache that can be self-publishing. If you’re looking to publish please email us and see if we’re a good fit. Help us grow and join our brand, and we’ll handle all the rest. 
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