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Scan here for an expanded full-color map of the Isle of Destoria.

For a full list of descriptions and pronunciations of Destoria's beings, please see the Creature Glossary in the back of the book.
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1

Quistix's Home, The Wilds of Bellaneau


Quistix hunched before her pit of scorching coals, savoring the radiant heat as the brutal evening frost nipped at her back. Late spring snow flurried, glittering in the light of the three moons looming high overhead, narrowly visible through weighty clouds. 
Clink! 
The chime of her engraver’s chisel against the steel blade echoed across the hilltop, disappearing into the woods below. She puffed away metal slivers with a gust of visible breath. She squinted, examining her handiwork closely. Light danced upon the delicate features of her soot-streaked face.
Etched into the exquisite blade were several symbols at the customer’s request, ones that told a story of triumph. Twenty winters had passed at her forge. With each new weapon, her skills were further refined. 
She slid the sword onto the cooling rack and tended to a double-headed ax, an experiment in progress, one that lay in wait in the hot coals. She stared at the dark amber coloration of the steel and inspected the metal tines on the head of the second blade, shaped like the teeth of an arched wide-tooth comb. She thought about what name she’d give it.
Swordbreaker, she thought.
Exhaustion made her eyelids heavy. She swept away a lock of curly red hair, frizzed from toiling over the radiant heat, her roots matted with perspiration. She stepped to the edge of the cliff overlooking the thick throng of Bellaneau woods and retrieved a flask from her smithing apron. She rubbed a calloused finger over the label. An image of dwarf hung drunkenly over the letters of the name: Portent’s Dwarvish Whiskey. 
She smirked and sucked back a hefty swig.
Creeeeeeak. 
The sound was slow. Recognizable. The ancient floorboards inside her home bellowed through the night air like the groans of an apparition. 
Her pointed ears pricked toward the source of the commotion. She wiped the booze from her lips and jammed the cork back into the container. She stared at the front door, unblinking, the streaks in her citrine irises illuminating like spun gold.
She freed the ax from the blistering coals, grasping the red-hot handle without pain. The malleable metal molded to her hands with a sizzle. She crept toward the house in silence, carefully avoiding stiff mounds of crunchy snow. The noise would give her away. 
She shifted into the shadows beside the door and tacitly nudged it open. The home’s walls were lined with mounted animal heads, each with a frozen look of horror and curiosity. A petite deer head was affixed over the hearth, a permanent reminder of her first kill. 
A shadow drifted across the hanging slats of drying herbs. A stem of basil snapped free in the breeze made by the body casting the silhouette. It fluttered down onto the worn surface of her alchemy table. 
She leaned inward to investigate a set of identical doors. They were both ajar, and her body relaxed. “It best be a burglar, and not my son, slinking around at this hour.”
She placed the unique ax in the roaring fireplace to halt it from cooling any further. Her legs ached from another day on her feet in the harsh elements. She leaned against the dining table. A youthful face popped up from beneath the edge of it, and she smiled. 
Danson huffed, timidly revealing himself. The boy clutched his favorite burlap doll against his filthy, olive-colored shirt. Her gaze shifted to the toy. He shoved it behind his back and lowered his head, flopping a tangled curtain of mocha hair in front of his face. “I saw a man outside my window. And a light. I went to your room, but you were gone. Sorry, Mama.” 
Quistix softened. She took off her apron, tugged up her long indigo dress, and kneeled before the boy. His striking, eyes were the same intense color as her own. 
“No one would be foolish enough to travel in this storm. It was probably just a curious animal—”
“It was Father,” he interrupted with hope and melancholy in equal measure.
She touched his face tenderly. “Danson, we talked about this.”
“It was! He smiled at me. He was lit up like an angel.”
“Darling boy, I could swear I see him sometimes, too, but he watches over us from the Ethereal Sanctum now.”
“But it was him! He was outside my—”
She raised her eyebrows and tipped her chin to her chest.
Exasperated, Danson looked away, squeezing the doll to his chest. His pouting lips quivered. She held out her hand. He hesitantly offered the homemade doll with four legs, a short snout, and a fluffy burlap tail, placing it delicately in her palm. 
“Geoffrey, you need your rest. We all do,” she said to the doll before returning it to her son. Quistix guided her son back to his room. “The penalty for leaving bed at such a late hour must be paid. What’ll it be? Two gold or five kisses?”
Danson giggled. “Mama, I don’t have any gold.”
“Kisses it is, then.” She tapped her cheek. 
“Never!” he squealed as he ducked out of her grasp and playfully scurried off toward the front door. He froze when he realized it was ajar. 
Through the crack, a darkened figure lurked in the blustery storm. The wind howled at the man’s back, whistling through the gap. His glass lantern pushed through, widening the opening, illuminating his tefly armor. 
Danson gasped and backed away from the door as the man barged through the threshold. The leathery stranger set the lantern on the floor and yanked a dagger out of his hip sheath. His bulging, stony eyes hungrily scanned the dwelling. A crooked smile emerged from beneath his ragged bead scruff. 
“Where is The Illuminator?” he growled, taking a swift step toward her. 
Without waiting for an answer, the stranger lunged, snatching a fistful of the boy’s curly hair in his free hand. He violently jerked Danson to his side. 
“Hand it over, or I swear to the Lord of the Ether I’ll slit your boy from ear-to-ear.” 
“I don’t know what you’re talking about! You’ve got the wrong home. Take whatever you want. Just let my son go,” Quistix plead.
The stranger yanked the boy’s locks harder. Danson screeched, dropping the doll at his feet. 
“Wait, please! I don’t have any illuminator. But you can have this.” She snatched the golden wedding band out of the wooden bowl on the dinner table. She’d taken it off in the morning, as always, in anticipation of the forge’s intense heat. She offered up the flawless metal band. “It’s the only thing in this home worth anything. It’s yours. Take it and go.” 
He yanked the boy forward and pressed his blade to the Danson’s throat. He snatched the ring from her and examined it. Quistix waited with bated breath, exhaling with relief when he finally tucked the ring into his pocket with a chuckle.
Without warning, the man sliced his dagger across the tender flesh, slitting the boy’s throat open wide. The moment the sheen of the metal disappeared beneath a gush of crimson, Quistix felt her heart stop. Her soul-crushing scream tore through the air as Danson’s blood pattered down on the dusty floorboards. 
The intruder shoved the child’s dying body carelessly forward. Danson crumpled to the floor, surrounded by a fast-growing ruby puddle, clawing at his lacerated throat. Quistix dropped to her knees and pressed her shaking hands to his neck. He gurgled, choking between frantic gasps. Tears stung her eyes as she wailed, cradling him in her bloodied arms. 
In her heart, she knew the horrific truth:
Danson’s wound was too deep. There was no fixing him.
“I warned you.” The vicious stranger stared coldly. “Now, where is it?!”
Danson rasped, clutching his mother’s arms with weakened fingers. Barely able to see through the tears, Quistix scanned the room for anything to stop his bleeding. She snatched at her forging apron. The glass flask in its pocket tumbled to the wet floorboard beside her, the remaining contents sloshing audibly. She held the bundled fabric against his wound with trembling hands. Danson peered up at her, tears magnifying his yellow irises.
“It’ll be alright, honey. You’ll be alright. Just keep looking at me, Danson.” Her lips quivered.
Danson’s stare turned blank. The light faded from his eyes as his essence seeped between the weathered floorboards. 
“Danson, no, don’t go. Stay with me.” She rattled his body, trying to keep him alert. “Danson?!”
His vacant look shook Quistix to her core.
“Danson?! Danson, wake up! Wake up. Wake up!” She shook his body, showering mournful tears onto him. In utter shock, her eyes affixed on the growing crimson pool.
Danson was gone.
Deep within her, she felt a dam burst releasing a part of her she’d forced down long ago.
 The stranger sat on the floor beside the fire, his back to the flames. He wiped his bloodied dagger clean with a rag lying near her cooking kettle. He peered at his reflection in the blade, polishing it to perfection. He placed it back in the sheath and tugged at the pouch on his hip, producing a black, pearlescent bottle. He popped the cork and chugged the black liquid inside. The man chucked the empty vial in the fireplace, smashing it to bits. The fire belched outward through the room from the highly flammable remnants of the liquid. A moment later, it returned to normal. He turned, narrowly missing the whiskey flask as it whizzed past his head and smashed into the stone just above him. The impact shattered the glass and rained down chunks of gray rock. 
With hatred seething in her pounding heart, she dove head-first at him, ferociously tackling the man to the floorboards mere inches from the roaring flames. She shoved her blood-covered hand into the fire and retrieved the smoldering double-headed ax, its glowing blade the shade of a tangerine. The oily, black remnants from his vial had set the head of the ax ablaze. 
She swung the flaming weapon at him with malice and vengeance, missing him by a hair. 
She wouldn’t let him get away with what he’d done.
Agile, he dodged a downward back-swipe from her flaming blade. The ax slammed into the wall. The whiskey running down the hearth ignited, and the puddle on the weathered floor caught fire with a hushed woof. 
The icy wind whistled through the gap in the door, fueling the inferno. The orange blaze crawled up the side of the cabin walls with haste and, in mere moments, tickled the ceiling, darkening it with soot. 
The stranger withdrew his emerald-encrusted dagger again, chuckling. He’d underestimated the sinewy woman. He crouched. With a sneer, she raced through the billowing smoke toward him. He slashed hard, whooshing the short blade, barely missing her throat as she dropped to her knees and slid past him. Splinters of rough, quaking aspen drove into her knees. 
She swung the ax backward and sliced into the tender backside of his knee. Steam rose from the sizzling wound as he erupted in a tortured scream. The devastation of the burning blade dropped him to the floor, kneeling like a servant before his queen.
Stunned by her abilities, he gazed up in time to witness her unflinchingly drive the glowing weapon deep into his shoulder. He howled in pain as she tugged the ax free. Dropping to the floor with a wail, he clutched the cauterized wound. 
Quistix kicked his green-handled dagger past Danson’s corpse, hurtling out the open entryway into a dune of wind-swept snow.
The intruder scrambled to his boots and thrust himself through the fog of smoke, barreling straight into her. His shoulder lodged into her stomach, and he smashed her against the wall near the front door, driving the air from her lungs. Her cooling ax clattered against the wall, smashing the hanging lantern there. The oil within spattered, spreading flames across the doorway.
Before Quistix could catch her breath, the man was on top of her, pinning her arms with his leather-clad knees. She spat at him through the dark haze of smoke, and he responded with a punch in her mouth, full force. She coughed and growled with fury through bloodied lips, squinting her glimmering eyes. 
“Dead or alive, you’re coming with me,” he hollered, trying desperately to catch his breath through billowing smoke.
Quistix glared ominously, the color of her irises lightening as her rage intensified. 
He looked down, confused. Then, he thrashed and jolted, feeling the heat rising from the seam of his pants. His skin was on fire, blistering beneath the fabric. He instinctively thrust himself away from the source of the pain: 
Her.
The intruder struggled to stand, patting himself down as she kicked his legs out from under him. He smashed to the ground beside her. Beyond him, she saw her son’s doll, Geoffrey. She scrambled for the toy, snatching it quickly to saving it from the encroaching flames. She swatted the head of the singed burlap wyl until the smoke dissipated. Then, she peered through the dense fog for her son’s murderer.
The front door was wide open, and the fading crunch of footsteps in the frozen wasteland outside told her the man was fleeing. Leather reins cracked against horsehide as she raced out of the doorway into the icy night air, blackened by the gaseous billows chugging out of every orifice of her home. 
Rushing to the edge of the hill, one that plunged at a treacherous grade into the thick treeline below, she glimpsed the man atop his horse, barreling back down the road in the direction of the nearest town, Vrisca.
“I’ll find you, and I’ll slit your throat!” she screamed through the biting wind as the sound of clattering hooves faded into the distance. 
She dropped to her splintered knees in a snow drift and cried from the very depths of her soul. She smashed her fists into the cold pile beneath her and cursed the Gods. 
She felt something in the drift that halted her anguished wails: the heinous intruder’s gemstone-encrusted dagger. She stared at the emerald seated in its handle as flames cracked loudly behind her, devouring her home. She looked back at it and thought about Danson. She covered her mouth and headed back through the door as smoke tore at her lungs. She couldn’t let the fire engulf her son. 
Once inside the inferno, she flopped the sooty wyl doll atop Danson’s limp form and carried them both outside. She looked away, burning tears flooding her eyes as his slack neck lolled his head with each step. She laid them down on a pristine bed of snow, swept the blood-soaked curls from his vacant eyes, and raced back into the house. 
Galloping through the black fog to the pantry, she slapped away bubbling jars and charring jerked meats. From the shelves beyond, she snatched her prized family heirloom: A thick book bundled in a sheet of softened leather. As she turned to leave, a fiery beam crashed down, smashing the shelved contents of the pantry to bits. 
She snatched the heavy fur coat draped over a chair and fled, relying on pure feel to find her way out. She swatted at the flames, watching as they danced harmlessly across her elven flesh. As she crossed the threshold, another ceiling beam crashed down near the entryway, shooting glowing embers into the night sky like fireflies. 
Outside, she watched as raging flames devoured what was left of her brittle cabin. She scrambled through the snow to Danson and pulled him onto her lap, snuggling his cold body against her chest. She tore off a piece of his olive-colored smock to serve as a reminder of what she had lost. 
She rocked her baby boy, holding the scrap of fabric to her quivering lips. The cloth did nothing to muffle her gut-wrenching howls of agony echoing into the night. She stared through glassy eyes at the moons above. She searched them desperately between guttural wails of pain. She stared at the vast sky in hopes of stealing even a momentary glimpse of Danson’s face staring down at her from the Ethereal Sanctum. 
She saw nothing. 
Nothing but clouds of black and fresh flurries. When she had no more screams left inside her trembling body, she stroked Danson’s matted curls and mournfully sang. It was a lullaby she’d sung to him many times as an infant.
You are the world to me,
In my arms or across the sea.
Wherever we may roam,
My heart will be your home.
My love, you are free. 
My baby, you’ll always be.
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Whiskey Willow Inn, Desdemona, Willowdale


“Tails!” Vervaine shouted over the crowd as the silver coin flipped end-over-end. She hammered her fists against the table with excitement. Otis snatched it mid-air and slapped it against the back of his furry hand. He pulled his fingers away to expose the head of Foros, God of Fortune, imprinted on the front. Vervaine groaned and paid him a gold piece from the coin purse tied to her waist. 
“Ah, Foros favors an honorable warlock!” Grinning smugly, Otis held a finger up and wagged it at the barmaid to indicate he wanted more ale. 
“You’d be a sorcerer, not a warlock.” Vervaine tapped her finger against the splintering donik table. “Even still, you don’t have the intelligence or dedication to become one. Plus, let’s face it, you’re too cheap to shell out for the schooling.”
Otis laughed hard at the jab, rocking so hard in his seat he accidentally bumped the dwarf patrolman at the bar behind him. Tonight, the normally-dull tavern attached to the inn was packed with the working poor of Willowdale. 
Vervaine slumped her shoulders, allowing her ruby hood to better hide the scars on her elven face. She stood out among the sea of drab, tattered rags in her elegant raven-black gown and red cloak. 
A hefty barbarian barmaid clomped over to their table. Scanning for other patrons requiring her attention, she plopped down Otis’s ale, the thick glass small in her humongous hand.
“Thank you, good sir… Ma’am! I meant—” 
The barbarian narrowed her storm-gray eyes at Otis. He opened his mouth and gestured to the dark smattering of confusing mustache hair on her upper lip but couldn’t seem to utter any words. She grumbled and spun to leave, nearly whipping Otis’s face with her braid of chocolate-brown hair. 
“Charming, as always,” Vervaine said as the haggard woman lumbered off. Then, she helped herself to a drink from his mug.
Otis flashed a grin and tugged it from her grip. “Wyls are known for two things: undeniable charm,” he wiggled his pointer and middle finger pads, “and lovemaking. The thing we aren’t known for is our generosity.” He pulled the glass back. “Get your own.” 
“Fat chance of that, you blathering idiot. You just ran off our barmaid.” Vervaine wiped the foam from her lip. Her smile vanished when she caught three humans at the bar staring at the burn scars on her face. She shielded herself subtly with her cloak.
“A wild one, she is.” Otis pointed to another barbarian barmaid bending over at the table beside them and took a messy swig. Ale dribbled down, wicking away from the repellent fox-like fur of the wyl’s chin. “She and I had some fun times in Adum a while back. Before the fires, I mean.”
Vervaine sighed. “I think on that note, I shall take my leave.”
“Just as well. Nearly time for the big event!” Chugging the last of his beverage, Otis smacked his black lips with satisfaction. 
“I suppose you’re right.” Her expression grew melancholic. Otis could see the dread of the obligation across her marred face.
“Dear, I shouldn’t do this. It’s scandalous, but I hate to see you down. I’ll entrust you with perhaps my greatest secret, but you must swear not to tell a soul!” 
Vervaine scoffed, but then, with curiosity piqued, she nodded. Otis held out his hand to show her the gold piece he’d flipped, nestled in his tufted palm. The face of Foros shimmered in the candlelight. 
He flipped it. The other side was identical.
“You little sneak!” 
“This thing has earned me a small fortune over the years.” Otis pocketed it and returned the unfairly-gained payment he’d taken from Vervaine with a wink.
“Your secret is safe. Though, that kind of greedy wyl foolishness is liable to get you killed one day.” Vervaine stood and smoothed her gown. 
“Let us attend this oh-so-important summit.” His voice dripped with sarcasm. “Your sister really does command all the isle’s  attention, doesn’t she?” 
“Oh yes. That coin won’t be the only two-faced thing we shall see today.”

      [image: ]“Destoria doesn’t have enough wood to warm this woman’s icy blood,” Zacharius whispered, fanning himself with the collar of his butterscotch-colored satin shirt. The wyl resisted the urge to pant like a commoner and searched the chamber for a means to cool himself. 
“I happen to think it feels rather cozy here,” Haravak said.
Zacharius narrowed his eyes, waving his bushy red tail for a breeze from behind. “Ah, the singular blessing of being a cold-blooded ewanian. Never thought I’d be envious of you, Haravak.” 
“Of all my enviable attributes, I am shocked you’ve chosen my ability to thrive in the heat as the primary.” Haravak stood a little straighter, proudly puffing out the amphibious air sac beneath his jaw. With every inhalation, the constrictive collar of his ceremonial wool robe stretched to its limit. He waltzed back to the room’s ornate marble fireplace and leaned his elbow against the mantle. 
“If it gets any larger, your bulbous head will prevent your passage through every doorway in Desdemona,” Zacharius fired back. 
Haravak licked his eyeball and tugged the speck of dust into his mouth. 
Zacharius stuffed his paws in his pockets. “Charming. I’m sure the women of Willowdale simply swoon over a man who can catch a fly mid-air.” 
Haravak feigned laughter. “Remind me again how you became the treasurer? Oh, right, you bought the title.”
In a sudden fit of rage, Zacharius bared his fierce teeth and growled, forcing the hair across the wyl’s body to stand on end. The cowardly ewanian gasped nervously for air, and the sac below his neck enlarged. 
Exos stepped into the room from behind a tiaga wood partition and raised her eyebrows at the mens’ lack of composure. 
An older woman crawled like a child on her hands and knees, her needle and thread still attached to the hem of Exos’s gown. 
Zacharius stepped forward and tucked a stray clump of raven-black hair protruding from the jeweled hairpin holding her bun. He smoothed it behind Exos’s elven ears and smiled. “Apologies, your majesty.” 
“Now that’s initiative.” She smirked.
Haravak fought his overwhelming nausea at the shameless sycophant.
Exos turned her eyes downward at the seamstress. “Why are you still here? Get me out of this thing so that you may finish!” 
“Yes, your majesty.” The widow Haldrin’s nimble fingers untied the cording of the delicate gown, and the silken garment fell to the ground, exposing a shocking lack of underwear beneath. Zacharius averted his gaze and gasped. Haravak looked at the porcelain-skinned queen and smashed, face-first, onto the granite floor, fainting instantly from his overwhelming arousal. His wool-covered belly slammed onto the polished stone, forcing him to expel a smell that would turn even the strongest stomach. 
“By the Gods, that is rancid!” Exos covered her nose with a delicate wrist and strode to her massive canopy bed, its curtain adorned with hand-embroidered trees. Seated on the edge, she pinned her knees together and rested her palms on her milk-white thighs.
“Your majesty, I must request that you don something. A-anything,” Zacharius stuttered. Exos sighed at the inconvenience and fetched a robe from the bedpost nearby.
“How long was I out?” The shamrock-green color of Haravak’s skin had returned. He huffed as his rotund frame struggled to rise from the floor. No one dignified his question with an answer.
Exos crossed to the massive stained glass window, unhinged it, and shoved it open. A breeze twirled through the lengthy, black hairs straying from her up-do. She peered down at the palace courtyard where clusters of dignitaries gathered, arms crossed to protect them from the chilling breeze of autumn. She studied several of the men, appreciating their chiseled features, their hair styled with precision for the summit. Servants of every race scurried in uniforms, preparing for the public address and the evening’s gala. Several worked in tandem to adjust the crimson carpet in the aisle between neat rows of seats. Several ewanian women primped floral bouquets along the carpeted path with their webbed fingers. Glasses of the isle’s most expensive champagne filled guests’ hands. 
The stage on which Exos would give her speech sat feet from the sheer cliff at the courtyard’s northernmost edge. She eyed a patch of clouds that threatened the otherwise perfect weather.
Furious, disorganized chanting arose. Angered voices drifted up from the south end of the courtyard. At the palace entrance, the guards held perfectly still despite the violent acts the furious mob inflicted upon them, their armor caked with wads of dirt and rotten produce. Their sword tips rested on the ground, creating a mobile barricade. A sea of greasy-haired peasants screamed at the high-society folk beyond the guards, their swell of voices echoing throughout the grounds. 
In the front line of the mob stood the charred corpse of her mother, sandwiched between shouting townspeople. The charred wraith-like woman pointed a blackened finger at her, laughing maniacally. Exos clenched her eyes closed, forcing the horrific image from her mind. She reminded herself that the woman was only an apparition. Hadina was long dead. 
She was certain of it.
Exos opened her eyes, elated that the terrifying spectre had vanished. Only agitated townsfolk remained.
Zacharius poured two goblets of red wine from an embellished carafe, handing Exos one. “For your nerves, your majesty.” They clinked their glasses in quiet celebration. “I believe you are just the woman to bring Destoria to new heights. After all, you turned Obsidia, a barren wasteland, into the wealthiest province in the isle through the labor force and exports. That’s ingenuity. Your father assigned you to a failing swath of land, and you turned its arid inhospitable soil and the scourge that called it home into a treasury full of gold. You’re capable of anything. It’s time Destorians see that.”
“You wyls are such charmers.” She tapped his furry cheek with a bit too much force. He winced.
A knock sounded. The door inched open with a creak. A large quichyrd’s beak forced its way through the opening. “I hate to interrupt, your majesty, but it is well past time.” 
With that, the beak retreated. 

      [image: ]Vervaine’s eyes adjusted to the sun as she emerged from the tavern. Keeping her head lowered, she walked with the crowd toward the palace entrance. Children raced between two guard towers. Adults stormed behind them, rotten heads of lettuce and moldy tomatoes at the ready. Vervaine broke from the crowd, and with a simple nod of recognition, a guard allowed her to pass through the nearby door.
Otis entered the courtyard beyond the tall gates, heading for the massive double doors of the palace’s main entrance. Four swords swiftly drew, blocking his path. 
“Haravak is expecting me,” Otis said confidently.
The guards didn’t budge. The entrance opened behind them. Dozens of shielded soldiers blocked Queen Exos Tempest from the spoiled food hurtling through the air. Haravak followed close behind the woman. Otis pulled a vial from his pocket. Haravak quietly scanned the crowd in a panic. Peeking through a gap between the guards, he spotted Otis and thanked the Gods under his breath. He shoved his slippery, webbed hand through the thin hole between the men.
The head officer saw this and yelled, “Tighten formation!” 
The men shifted. Haravak jumped, jerking his hand back protectively. The gap pinched closed, but the guards were too late. The delivery had been made: A black, opalescent vial of liquid. Haravak stashed the vial of contraband beneath the folds of his robe and stared onward, trying not to arouse suspicion as Otis disappeared back into the fray.
Exos waved at the locals as the soldiers guided her toward the podium. The roar of the peasant
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