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Chapter 1
 
 
 
Yvette woke up instantly at the first sounds of the birds chirping outside. She slid out of her bed and ran to the window, shoving the wooden slats open. The bird outside took flight with a startled chirp, driven from its comfortable perch.
She didn’t care. The air felt sweeter, the sun brighter, the world just sounded better. From her vantage point high in the tower, she could just barely see out over the stone walls separating them from the rest of the town.
The angle prevented her from seeing the people walking the streets, but judging by the occasional yell, the creek of carts and the light clip clop of metal shoes against stone, she was hardly the first one awake.
She could have laid in bed longer, but as it was there was no way she could sleep. She hummed with a giddy grin before doing a little spin and looking around the room that had been her home since she was a child. Now it was almost barren. All of the clutter and treasures she had acquired were gone from her wardrobe around her bed, leaving it ready for whoever would replace her. Her privacy screen was closed and pushed against the wall. Her desk had a few scrolls on top of it, somewhat stained by ink and a pair of books neatly stacked on each other in the corner. The after effects of a night of planning for the day’s encounter. She walked to the desk, her hand flowing over the scrolls for a moment. A single word and the ink flowed up, off of the paper and to her fingers, before burning away in a small puff of smoke. Nodding with satisfaction, she bundled up the now cleaned scrolls and tossed them into the open satchel resting at the foot of her bed. She then glanced at the books and picked them up. Both were identical, with a paw print on the cover in golden ink, however one was far older and more damaged than the other. She placed the nicer one on top before moving to her bag and slowly dropping them inside.
The bag was a gift from her master to aid her on her journeys. No proper mage could travel without their books, even if they were heavy. The bag itself appeared small and mundane, without any decoration and only a single opening at the top. Despite only weighing a few pounds, inside it held all of the objects she’d gathered over the years. Clothing, arcane tools, books, as well as the equipment she would need for her journey, wherever she ended up.
Hanging on the back of the door were her garments for the morning. A simple, if well kept, brown robe. Today was the final day of her apprenticeship. She would be trading in her simple, brown robe for the light blue of a journeyman’s. There was only one final discussion.
Yvette let out another squeal, unable to stop herself from jumping again in excitement. She quickly moved to a small mirror hanging on the wall, eyeing her reflection. She held out her right hand and gave a light hum, before running the fingers through her hair. Soon, the wild and erratic strands were almost managing to stay down and, most importantly, they stayed in place. She shook her head once, the brown locks refusing to move from their position curled just above her neck.
Then, slowly, she leaned in close to the mirror before giving a shudder. Just a hint of hair could be seen across her chin. She held up her index finger and gave another light hum. A small spark flashed on the tip before she rubbed it along her face, leaving the skin soft and smooth. Satisfied, she lightly placed her palm’s together. “Cleanse,” she whispered. A soft, cool wave flashed over her body, leaving her entirely pristine without a drop of dirt or sweat on her or her clothing. While it didn’t compare with a true bath, she didn’t have the patience to draw one. Once more she turned to the mirror, a grin on her face.
Her smile wilted softly at the sight of at least a dozen different things she didn’t like. “If I just transformed myself a little… it’s not like I’ll be using that much magic today...” she mumbled, slowly running a finger along her jawline. She then shook her head and lightly slapped her cheeks. “No! Come on, Yvette. You can do this. Today is the day. Today, you become a journeyman. You only have to make it one more day,” she said happily, relief rising inside her. Even if she didn’t feel perfect now, she just had to be patient. She then turned, grabbing her robe off the door and sliding it on. It felt coarse and uncomfortable across her body, but it at least felt familiar.
Soon, she’d wear the light blue robes, which were far more comfortable and made for travel. Everything she’d worked for lead to today. All that remained in the room was the bag she’d be taking with her. She wanted to grab it now, but she knew that wouldn’t be ‘proper’.
With a slow, deep breath, she raced to the door and yanked it open.
She was slammed into immediately, almost falling over when a slightly shorter girl hugged her. “Tebaud! Today’s the day! Are you excited?” the girl asked, staring up at her.
Yvette cringed, barely managing to keep her smile from fading. “Don’t call me that. Yvette. My name is Yvette. Of course I am. What are you doing up this early, Ermina? Your lessons won’t be for hours yet.”
“It’s your last day here, how could I not see you off?” she asked before pulling back. She looked Yvette over and frowned. “You’re going to wear that?”
“It’s an apprentice robe, Ermina.”
“I know, but today is special, Tebaud. Don’t you think you should try and act more proper?”
Yvette sighed, already feeling that all too familiar scrutiny from the younger apprentice, cringing each time she was called by that name. She suspected Ermina was trying to make a point. “I am being proper. There’s nothing wrong with being myself, especially on today of all days.”
“If you say so. Have you decided where you’re going to go, Tebaud? You have to have a lot of ideas, right?” the girl asked, nearly jumping in place with excitement, not giving Yvette a chance to speak before continuing. “I’ll be a journeyman soon too! I already have a dozen different ideas of where I want to go.” The younger apprentice held out her right hand before a small puff of flame formed and then disappeared. “There’s a few towns in Frenzurn that would kill for a fire mage like me. Master Betan says if I went there, I’d never want for anything with talents like mine. You should go there! We’d be close and could share spells!”
Yvette gave a nod and began to walk through the stone halls while her friend talked wildly about her future graduation, barely listening to the excited apprentice. Dealing with the other girl only awoke all the thoughts and worries her excitement had covered, making her stomach tie itself in knots. She’d been thinking about where she’d go for years. She’d studied all of the different countries, learned about so many different cultures. Places where she could have almost absolute freedom to do as she pleased, others where she could have mentors to help guide her on her path. It had finally clicked a few years ago when she’d realized it wasn’t where she wanted to go, but what she wanted to do that mattered.
Now the time had come. She could convince her master to help her, somehow. What she wanted to do, what she NEEDED to do. She’d run this talk over and over in her head a million times in the last week alone, she was as ready as she’d ever be.
Yvette didn’t feel ready, though. She’d had nothing but failure in prior talks with him over the years, a part of her wondered if this would be any different. She wanted to believe her new rank as a journeyman would make him listen, but those doubts refused to be ignored. Her stomach started to feel terrible and she had a sneaking suspicion that if she tried to eat anything, it’d be impossible to keep it down for long.
“You should be careful, though. If you keep dressing like a girl, you’re going to have a lot harder time. It’s kind of weird, even for a mage,” Ermina said, shattering Yvette’s thoughts and making her anxiety spike.
“I am a girl.”
“You’re not transformed, Tebaud.”
The anxiety was replaced by anger and she shook her head. “No, I’m not. Stop calling me that.”
“I’m just trying to help.”
“You’re not helping! And call me Yvette! It’s my--” She stopped in the entrance to the dining hall, her breath catching.
The dining hall was simple, if grand. A massive oak table that could easily have held over a dozen people, though it rarely held more than the master and his few apprentices, dominated the majority of the room. There were no decorations except four robes that hung over the chair at the head of the table.
A simple brown, coarse robe, made of scratchy wool. The robe of the apprentice.
A slightly more extravagant dark blue robe, made of linen and designed for travel. The robe of a journeyman.
The white, silk robe. The robe of a master.
But, most impressive of all. The purple, velvet robe of a grandmaster. The most extravagant, etched with black runes.
Sitting under them was an aged man, a pair of spectacles over his eyes and wearing a silk robe similar to the one hanging over him. The man glanced up and gave a soft sigh. “Ah. Tebaud...” he said, his lip curling into a frown. “I see you chose… that robe. I was hoping you’d choose one of your others. Ermina, what are you doing up?”
The younger mage lowered her eyes before speaking up. “I wanted to be here for Tebaud’s--”
“This takes place between a master and their apprentice. You know the rules,” he cut her off, his eyes narrowing.
“But--”
“Return to your room. Now.”
Ermina sighed, before giving a polite bow. “Yes, Master Betan,” she said before giving Yvette a jealous look, then turning and walking away.
Betan snapped his fingers and the doors closed. He then motioned to the chair besides him. “Now then. Tebaud. Today is your final day as my apprentice and your first as a journeyman. Have you made your decision?”
Yvette cringed but didn’t correct the master, instead moving to the chair besides him. The older man waved his right hand. A moment later a small, silver chalice appeared in front of her.
“Drink, it will soothe your stomach.”
“Thank you, Master Betan,” she said, taking the cup and slowly drinking it. It was fruity and had a hint of spice to it. One of the ciders gifted to them by the villagers, she imagined. She tried to figure out which one it had come from, but stopped when she realized she was only trying to delay the inevitable. Her stomach was a tight, compressed knot and her mouth was dry despite the drink. However, her master didn’t speak. He merely watched her, waiting for her to answer. After what felt like hours she spoke up. “I’m sorry, my stomach is doing flips.”
He laughed. “Of course it is, child. This is a big day. Fret not. All of my students have felt this way, in one way or another, when their time comes. Take as long as you need.”
Yvette nodded. “I… don’t know where I want to go. But I know what I want to do.”
“Oh?”
“I’ve always been talented in transfiguration. You’ve said it yourself,” she said. If she could remind him of the faith he had in her, she was certain she could get his approval. She went over the speech she’d made one last time in her mind.
Betan laughed. “Ah, yes. Such an interesting art. Turning one thing into another.” The master took a slow, lingering drink from his own chalice. “You are correct, you are talented. In the last few years your abilities have improved dramatically. It was as I always said, if you’d just apply yourself, there is no limit to what your magic can do. Difficult though our arts are, with dedication there is nothing we cannot do.”
“Of course, Master Betan. You were right, as usual,” Yvette said, forcing a smile on her face. She’d heard those words a thousand times from the old master, ever since she had been sent here as a young child. Until a few years ago she’d lacked the motivation to truly apply herself, however. She’d found magic to be enjoyable and useful. But there had never been anything she’d truly wanted enough to push herself. Her realization had changed everything. “And I want to push myself even further. I want to keep honing my craft, to not just learn, but create different spells. To not serve in one place, but continue to grow.”
“A noble goal,” Betan said, pride in his voice. “That drive will take you far. A true mage, one who wants to truly leave their mark on this world, must never give up on advancing. They must always push themselves to learn and grow.” He eyed his chalice and gave a light chuckle. “Many mages forget that. They learn to accept the world as it is, to grow complacent and comfortable with their power and what it brings them. But those who are truly willing to go further are the greatest of us all. They become masters like I. Now then.” He lowered his chalice to the table. “Tebaud. I can only assume this means you wish to become a traveling mage for the time being? Until you find a place you will truly call home?”
“Yes, that is my goal.”
“Wonderful! I suspected you would be.”
“O-oh?” Yvette asked softly, staring at her master with surprise. Did he truly know where she was going with this? He seemed happy, was it possible he was okay with her final goals, despite the danger?
“The ones like you, always so unsure of who they are, where they belong? It is only natural that you wish to see the world outside this small town,” Betan said with a gentle laugh. “I will begin the preparations immediately.”
“W-wait!” she said quickly, her stomach doing another flip. “There’s… there’s one more thing...”
Her master paused, halfway to rising to his feet. Slowly, he lowered himself back down. “Yes?”
“I don’t just want to push myself harder, I want to do what nobody else can...” she said softly. “It’s… I...” The words stopped in her throat, making her squirm in place. She’d done this conversation a thousand times in her mind, she didn’t understand why it felt so hard now. Even worse, she felt scared and almost like bursting into tears. “I...”
“Go on, child. I’ve heard it all.”
“I-I want to be a girl!” she said finally. “Truly. Permanently. To remake my true form.”
That made his smile fall to a frown. “Tebaud--”
“I don’t want to be Tebaud! I’m Yvette. And I don’t mean a spell that changes me slightly and wears off in a few hours. I mean permanently. I want to use magic to--”
“SILENCE!” his voice roared and she quickly pulled back, staring up at her mentor with wide eyes. “Foolish child. You speak of permanent transformation? That is one of the forbidden arts!”
“Y-yes, but only--”
“Silence, I said,” he said coldly, his calming features contorted into a furious scowl. “I have allowed your little games, Tebaud. But this will end.” He pointed a finger at her, his harsh words making her wish she could melt into the table itself. “You are a boy. If you wish to play dress up or run around in female robes, very well. You’d hardly be the most eccentric mage I have ever trained. A mage who has focused on the art of transformation should be curious. I can understand your desire to get closer to your craft, the same as a pyromancer may surround themselves in fire, or a necromancer surrounds themselves with the dead.”
“It’s not--”
“But to speak of using forbidden magics? Desire to alter your true form? You are speaking of not just altering your body, but your very mind!”
“B-but I--”
“To stay in a form too long invites madness. THAT is why we revert. That is why our bodies return to normal. If it were so easy, do you think my hair would be gray and my knees wobbly?” he asked.
“I-I just wanted--”
“You will not speak of such forbidden arts in order to deal with some strange eccentricity. Such selfish desires for power will NOT be allowed from one of MY students.” Betan shook his head. “You are to be a journeyman now, the standard on which you will be measured will be far higher, you will not allow forbidden thoughts to taint you in such a way. Are we clear?”
Yvette stared at the older mage, his face red with rage. If he’d just listen to her, she knew she could convince him. She was sure she could show him WHY what she wanted was okay. But he refused to hear her out. “But master--”
“There will be no more of such talks. Bad enough you go around in such garments, acting as you do. But to speak of such dangerous magics is a step too far, apprentice. Are we clear?”
Slowly, her eyes lowered and shame flooded in. She struggled to keep the tears inside, knowing there was no way she would find help here. “You’re right, Master Betan. I’m sorry.”
Almost instantly the master’s expression softened and he nodded. “Good. Now, as we were speaking before. A traveling mage is valuable, but the life is dangerous. I will begin the preparations at once. A guardian has already been summoned and I will be discussing your movements with him shortly.”
Yvette nodded before closing her eyes. “Thank you, master...” she whispered. She didn’t move when she heard the scratching sound of his chair being pushed back and his steps walking away.
He wouldn’t help her, she could see that. Wouldn’t listen to her. But if he really believed she would just stand idly by and give up on her dreams, her needs, he was a fool. She reached up and wiped the tears from her eyes. So what if it was dangerous or forbidden?
She was Yvette, regardless of who called her Tebaud. No matter what threats or danger were thrown at her, she wouldn’t let it stop her, even if she had to fight the whole world to be herself.
Chapter 2
 
 
 
“It’s… very…” Yvette said, trying to think of the right word to say she despised it, without actually saying that.
Betan nodded. “There is no need to say how thankful you are,” he said with a light chuckle.
“Of course,” she said, trying to keep the hurt out of her voice. She glanced to her master, who was wearing her bag over his shoulder. She then glanced towards the robe one last time. It was a journeyman’s robe. The key problem was that it was definitely a male’s robe. While, in theory the garments could be worn by either gender, there were rules that most apparel tended to follow. In this case, the cut of the robe and, more importantly, the design. Girl’s were often made of gentle sky blue linen with a soft, gentle trim of wool. This robe, on the other hand, was such a dark blue it was almost black, without a single marking or trim. Unlike the apprentice robes she had been wearing, these were looser robes, with breeches, belt and a tunic that were worn under them.
“Well? Go put it on, Tebaud!”
She nodded, giving another glance towards her bag. She couldn’t believe he was going to make her walk out of town as a male. Worse, as Tebaud. Once again she felt her frustration grow, but she buried it down. The moment she was out of sight, she’d grab her more feminine clothing from the bag. While they’d be considerably less comfortable to travel in than the linen robe, she’d alter these garments herself later if she had to.
Swallowing her frustration, she instead turned and walked behind the privacy screen of her room, stripping out of her robe and down to just her undergarments. Then, with a soft sigh, she began to slide the tunic and breeches on.
The fabric was soft against her skin, comfortable. It felt lighter, yet still blocked out the cool air of the castle. Even when she slid the robe on the entire ensemble felt lighter than her old robe, yet somehow she felt more protected. None of it made her itch, either.
However, once she stepped from behind the screen, her heart sank when she saw herself in the mirror. This ensemble had been perfectly crafted for her. But it had been made to make her look like a boy. She would have given almost anything to have been able to slide back into her apprentice robes, scratchy as they were. The blue made her look taller, her shoulders look broader. The garments didn’t flow, instead seeming to weigh against her as if she was a statue. The more she stared, the more she hated what she saw.
“That’ll do, my boy. You look like a proper mage, now. I have one last gift for you,” he said before reaching into his own robe and pulling out a sheathed dagger. He pulled the blade out just a few inches, showing the gleaming metal. She took it and stared blankly. “It’s a dagger. You run the belt through the hole in the sheath. Always keep it by your side, trust me. The time will come when you will be thankful you did.”
She nodded dimly, staring at the blade for a few moments. Her teacher stared at her expectantly and she gave a soft sigh, before undoing her belt and sliding the sheath into place. With the dagger at her side, it only made her look worse.
“You look incredible!” Ermina’s voice carried out from across the room and she looked up, seeing the other girl standing in the door frame. “See? I always told you that you made a much better guy. You should dress like this more often. The others are going to be so jealous they missed this,” she said, looking her up and down.
“Ermina, not now,” Yvette said softly, shaking her head. She would have been upset that none of the other students came to see her off, but she really wanted as few people to see her like this as possible.
“Come on. You’re so handsome, you look like a real noble.”
“Not NOW!” Yvette snapped, her eyes narrowing on the other student and making her take a step back.
“Tebaud!” Betan said firmly, making Yvette stand at attention. “I understand you are excited, but do not yell at my apprentice. You are a journeyman now, you need to maintain control.”
“Right. Sorry, Ermina,” Yvette muttered, shaking her head. She glanced once more at her reflection. Soon she would be out of town and she’d never have to wear these clothes again. She then glanced to the other girl and smiled. “Thank you for seeing me off,” she said, walking to the door, passing the girl on the way. This time she wasn’t caught by surprise when the other girl gave her a tight hug. For a moment, Yvette couldn’t help feeling sadness in her heart. It would be the last time she’d see Ermina for who knew how long, if ever. The pyromancer had been an apprentice to Betan almost as long as Yvette had and was the closest she had to a friend. “I’ll miss you.”
“I’ll miss you, too,” Ermina said, before pulling back. The younger girl had tears in her eyes, though they didn’t fall. “In a few months though, I’ll be leaving too. Perhaps on your travels we’ll see each other! It’ll be fun! If you come to my town I’ll make sure they have a feast prepared, okay? So don’t look so sad, okay?”
“Yeah, fun. Until then,” Yvette said, pulling back from the girl and starting down the hall. She could barely believe how excited she’d been this morning. Now it all felt bitter in her mouth. She tried to focus on the fact that, once she passed beyond the tower’s walls, she would be a journeyman. She could do as she pleased. Wear what she desired. If she just endured it for a little longer, she’d never have to wear these robes again.
“Good luck, Yvette!” Ermina called out after her, making her stumble.
She turned around and stared at Ermina. The two shared a smile and, with her head held high, she walked through the hall and down the steps of the tower. Once she stood in front of the main door, she took a deep breath and readied herself for what was about to come.
She was going to be a traveling journeyman. Her duties, her future, was important. She’d provide a valuable service to other travelers she met, as well as the villages she stopped at. However, the trip was dangerous. She’d have a bodyguard, selected by Betan.
Whoever it was would be waiting outside the door for her. It would likely be the first time they’d met. The last student who had left, almost seven years ago, had ended up leaving with a trader’s caravan, guarded by nearly a dozen warriors. But she’d been heading to a town with different needs. There was no telling who Yvette would meet. Nervously, she pushed open the door.
She stopped when she saw a man waiting for her. He was only a few inches taller than her, but the way he held himself made him seem far taller. He was standing beside a pair of horses, one a light brown with streaks of white, the other a dark red. The red horse had a quiver of arrows resting on its right side, with a helmet resting on top, the left side holding a narrow shield with a rounded top and a pointed bottom. His boots were strapped around his ankles, over tight breeches. However, from the knees up, most of his body was covered in a chainmail hauberk. He had gloves over both hands, however his left arm wore a leather guard up to the elbow, while his right wore a smaller metal bracer over the wrist. A sword was sheathed at his hip while a spear rested loosely in his right hand. As his helmet was resting over the quiver his head was uncovered, letting his short, red hair flow in the breeze. He turned to look at her, his eyes a light, soft blue.
“H-hello...” she said softly.
“Tebaud, I take it?” he asked. “Guess I’ve got my work cut out for me, don’t I? Anyone could take one look at you and tell what you are.”
“What?” Yvette asked, her heart pounding even faster. What terrible things had Betan told him about her? It was bad enough she’d spent her last day here being talked down to and having to leave like this, but now she was going to have to endure traveling with a partner who did nothing but ridicule her?
“You’ve got golden eyes, we used to call eyes like yours ‘mage’s eyes’ where I’m from. Only mages have eyes like that,” he said. “Not easy to hide.”
“Huh? Oh! Right, of course,” she said, feeling a little relief. He wasn’t mocking her, at least. Even if he did know her as Tebaud, once they were out she would explain everything. She hoped it would be possible to form a bit of tolerance between the two of them.
A cough from behind made her quickly turn around. Her master stood waiting. She gulped and stepped out, over the threshold, and turned. She was now a journeyman. Leaving the home she had known for most of her life.
“Now then… Tebaud, I hereby deem you worthy of the rank of journeyman,” Betan said, before lifting the bag from his side and handing it to her. “With that, I pass on all that you will need for your coming journey, both in knowledge and supply.” He then reached into his robe and pulled out a small, light brown bracer. “And for your long journey, the magic you will learn, I hereby grant you this journeyman’s focus. May it serve you well.”
She nodded and slid the bag over her shoulder, letting it hang lightly on her body. Then she took the bracer, sliding it on her right wrist. It was covered in small black dots. She placed her left hand on it, envisioning the correct alignment. A moment later, different dots appeared while others disappeared in the way she’d envisioned. Satisfied, she nodded. “Thank you, master. And when next we meet, may I be able to meet you as not just a mage, but as an equal.” She gave one last nod, before turning and walking away. It was done, now all she had to do was leave this behind.
Her bodyguard stepped forward, moved his spear to his left hand and held out his right. “Good to meet you, Tebaud. My name is Gervas. I’m sure we’ll get along well.” She wasn’t sure, but she swore she heard a hint of annoyance in his voice.
Yvette slowly reached out a hand to shake his. Her eyes widened when the man gripped her hand. He wasn’t much bigger than her, but it was obvious that he’d lived a far more physical life than her. His grip was so strong she was pretty sure if he’d wanted, he could have shattered her hand with ease. “I… hope so,” she said gently. “I’ll trust my life to your care.”
“Don’t worry, mage, I’m being adequately compensated for your protection. You won’t have to fight any of your own battles.”
Yvette paused, her eyes narrowing. She was now certain she heard annoyance.
“Do you know how to ride?” he asked, before swinging into the saddle of the red horse. He reached down, gripping the helmet and putting it on. She stared up at him and realized he was smirking at her.
She felt frustration grip her when she realized he was talking down to her. “I do,” she snapped, before gripping the edge of the saddle and tried to swing up with the same ease he had. Unfortunately, while she managed to get a foot in the stirrup, she misjudged the climb and crashed into the horse’s side, before toppling forward to land on her face, twisting her ankle in the stirrup. She gave a soft whimper, trying to focus on what hurt most. The burning pain in her ankle eventually beat out her face and pride.
“Are you okay?!” Gervas asked, before jumping down from his horse and moving to her side. “I thought you said you knew how to ride a horse?”
“I-I do…” Yvette mumbled, before trying to pull her ankle free from the stirrup. The pain that exploded from her foot was enough to make her scream and lights flash in the corner of her vision.
“Tebaud!” Betan yelled, stepping out into the courtyard.
Yvette’s face burned with shame. She couldn’t imagine a worse way to have started her adventure.
 
------
 
“It’s not that bad,” Gervas said. Sadly, all Yvette had to do was see that stupid grin on his face to know how hilarious he found all of this. “Lots of new mages sprain their ankles when trying to get on a horse. Just be thankful your master was there to help,” he said, trying to hold in his laughter.
She didn’t answer, she just slowly let the horse take them forward, the heavy clopping of the horse’s hooves helping to drown out her thoughts. She kept playing the scene over and over in her head. Her on the ground, in pain. Master Betan having to run over and healing her foot with a spell. Having to have Gervas practically toss her in the saddle because he didn’t trust her to do it on her own. She didn’t know how long they’d been trotting now, a few hours at least. There wasn’t much to mark the time, the road they were on merely skirting along the edge of the Fay Woods, with the opposite side fields of grass, weeds and occasionally, smaller trees. She felt sore and her body ached, but compared to the misery echoing through her soul that only seemed to grow, she barely noticed it.
“Come on, it’s not so bad. Listen, Tebaud--”
That was her breaking point. She couldn’t take it any more. She gripped the reins so tightly her hands were white. “STOP CALLING ME THAT!”
“Calling you what?” he asked.
“Tebaud! MY NAME ISN’T TEBAUD!” she yelled. “My name is YVETTE! CALL ME THAT!” She then tugged on her reins. The horse reared, nearly sending her flying off the mount’s back and it was only thanks to her death grip on the reins and a bit of luck that she managed to keep hold until it leveled out again.
Gervas was at her side a moment later, his hand reaching out to gently pat the horse on the head. “Easy Chestnut, easy. Easy now. That’s a good girl,” he whispered soothingly, before glancing to Yvette. “What’s wrong with you? I thought you said you knew how to ride? Are you trying to get yourself killed?”
She clutched the reins, her heart pounding while she tried to calm herself down. Slowly, she turned towards him. “W-what? I...” she whispered, before stopping. “Call me Yvette.”
“What?”
“Call me Yvette,” she repeated, slower.
“I see,” he said, his voice dripping with annoyance. “That’s a girl’s name.”
“Yes. Don’t call me Tebaud. I hate that name.” She looked at the horse, before kicking her left leg out of the stirrup and sliding, less than gracefully, off its back. She almost fell over this time, but managed to barely remain standing, though her body ached all over. “Call me Yvette.”
“What are you doing?” he asked, his voice filled with exasperation. “We’re not scheduled to stop for a few hours.”
“Don’t care,” she muttered, pulling her bag off her shoulder. She had been humiliated, insulted and nearly broken her ankle and the day wasn’t even half over. There was absolutely no way she was spending another second in these clothes. She opened her bag and stared inside. The bag was effectively the size of a small room, the contents spread out for ease of locating. She looked around it for a moment, before she felt her heart turn to ice. Her clothes were gone. All of them. Instead, she saw other clothes. Male clothes. Stacked neatly where her clothes were SUPPOSED to be. Her hands shook with a mix of anger and grief. She reached into the bag, the clothes moving to her hand before she threw them aside.
“Are you okay?” Gervas asked, staring at her.
“No, I’m not okay. How could he? I just… I...” She stared at the scattered clothes across the grass. She then shook her head. “FINE! I don’t care! I DON’T! I’LL FIX IT MYSELF!” she screamed.
“… Uhhhh, Tebaud? What--”
“DON’T CALL ME THAT!” she screamed again. She was a journeyman now. She could do as she pleased.
“Fine. ‘Yvette.’ Calm down, you’re making Chestnut skittish,” Gervas said. “We need to get going. If we’re going to make it to town by nightfall, we need to keep--”
“No.” She pulled off her robe and tossed it onto the ground. “I’ve had it. I will NOT march into any town like this. I will NOT let him, or anyone else, dictate what I can be again.” She placed her left hand against the bracer, the dots quickly re-aligning themselves. Once they were lined up, she held her right hand over her garments and whispered her arcane words.
She was Yvette. She would not allow herself to be forced to be Tebaud ever again.
Chapter 3
 
 
 
Yvette collapsed on the ground, her heart pounding. Yet, despite the exhaustion across her body, she felt better than she had since she’d first left her room this morning. No, she felt better than she had in years. A great weight having been lifted off her spirit.
Her clothes were different now. It had been difficult, but transfiguration had always been her talent. Transforming non-living objects was far easier, due to them not having any innate magic for her to fight against. Some of the clothing had been magical, though. Self cleaning charms and the like.
She’d tossed most of those aside. She suspected her mentor had imagined she would prefer the magical boy’s clothes over female clothes she would need to clean herself. Did he really think something so simple would make her change her mind?
She looked down at herself again and smiled. The dark robes she had worn were now a gentle, light blue. A soft, wool-like trim rested along the edge. The robe had been the hardest, due to the enchantments placed on it. Getting around them had taken ages and sapped the majority of her stamina.
But now she was wearing clothing that was truly hers. Yvette’s robes, NOT Tebaud’s.
She slowly sat up and paused. “What are you doing?”
“That’s what I’ve asked you a dozen times,” Gervas muttered. “What in the world have you been doing?”
She stared at him. The horses were standing nearby, grazing on the grass. Their saddles had been removed, drying out under a tree. Gervas was sitting in front of a small tent, stoking a small fire. “When did you set this up?”
“While you were having your little mage attack,” he said coldly. “Is that going to be a common thing? Betan warned me you were a bit off. But even by mage standards, that was weird.”
Yvette slowly raised her eyes and realized that the sun was slowly drifting behind the horizon. She couldn’t believe she’d let herself get so distracted. She started to get up, but let out a low shriek of pain, collapsing back on the ground with a pained whimper. The aches she’d felt when she’d gotten off the horse seemed to rise within her, but many times worse.
“Are you okay?” he asked, jumping to his feet and rushing towards her.
“O-ow...” she whispered. She felt as if all of her muscles had been stretched in a hundred different directions they were just not meant to go. “E-everything hurts...”
He stopped and then gave a laugh, shaking his head. He walked over to her and gave her a light nudge with his foot. “I thought you knew how to ride?”
“I do...”
“Its only been a few hours. You can’t be that sore.”
She stared up at him, blinking blearily. She couldn’t believe it. She’d been a little sore when she’d gotten off the horse, but this was so much worse. She’d been so angry and sad she’d barely even noticed it when she was using her magic. She gave another whimper and closed her eyes. “I overdid it. I focused too much magic on fixing my clothes. I should have used a bit more restraint.”
Gervas gave her another nudge with his foot. “That’s it? Really? A bit tired? I know you mages aren’t really used to actually doing work, but be a man. I--”
“Don’t say that...” Yvette said.
“Don’t say what?” he asked, giving her another nudge with his boot.
“To be a man.”
Gervas rolled his eyes. “Fine. Be a boy then, I don’t--”
“STOP THAT!”
“What?”
“I’m not a boy. I’m not a man,” Yvette said before rolling to the right, narrowly avoiding another nudge from the boot. Slowly, she got to her feet, though she felt like she’d fall over at any moment. She was exhausted, her legs felt like they were made of slime and it took all she had just to stare at him. “I’m… a woman. I--”
“Oh, that,” Gervas said with a sigh. “Betan told me all about your little quirk.”
She clenched her fist. “It’s not a quirk.”
“Of course it’s not,” he said with a wave of his hand. He walked to the fire and sat down before tossing in another stick.
“It’s not!” she said defensively, before walking towards the fire and sitting down with a low grunt. “I’m a girl.”
“You’re the ugliest girl I’ve ever seen.”
“How much did Master Betan tell you?” she asked softly, trying to keep her anger contained.
“You’ve started to dress up and pretend to be a girl. He’s hoping that living on the road for a bit will break you of that habit. It’s not going to be easy out here, you know. And if you’re hoping that pretending to be a girl will make me take pity on you--”
“It’s not about pity!” Yvette yelled, her body quivering with barely contained anger. “I’m just a girl! It’s just… I feel like a girl. I want to be--”
“Well, I want to be a king, but you don’t see me walking around with fancy robes and demanding everyone calls me your highness,” Gervas said, his tone flat and calm.
She felt a painful tightness in her chest. She’d talked to her master about this a thousand times, but his response had always been the same. It was just a quirk, a habit. It’d fade. It never faded, though. She’d tried to ignore it, to let it die. To push it away and bury it. All that did, in the end, was make her more miserable. It was only when she was a girl that she truly felt like herself.
But her master never understood that. He’d never listen to her. Gervas was just like her master, to him it was all just a big joke, something to find amusing and laughable. It didn’t matter to him how terrible it made her feel, how miserable. “If… we’re going to travel together, can you please just call me Yvette?” she whispered.
He gave a sigh before shaking his head. “We’ll see. I’m supposed to be protecting you, kid. That’s part of the job. Even from yourself if need be.”
Yvette shook her head and closed her eyes, letting the heat of the fire wash over her. She couldn’t even begin to imagine the thought process that lead to him or her master thinking she needed to be ‘protected’ from being herself. Or how ‘protecting’ her meant mocking her or belittling her. How did making her hate herself count as protection? She wanted to argue, but she was too exhausted after everything she had been through. “Can we talk about something else?”
“Sure. What do you want to talk about, Tebaud?”
She cringed, already she could see how this discussion was going to go. “Why were you hired?”
“Because I’m good at what I do.”
“Mocking me?”
He gave a light chuckle. “Keeping mages like you alive. I’ve done it a few times,” he said, before reaching back into his tent and grabbed his haversack, pulling it out. “Six times, to be exact. Started in mercenary work, learned how to fight. Was a bodyguard for a while. You mages are weird, but pay well enough. I know how to deal with you.” He opened the top and pulled out a small bundle, unwrapping it to reveal slices of dried meat. He took a bite out of one before he shrugged.
“You don’t seem to have a lot of respect for us,” she mumbled.
“You’re lazy,” he said with a shrug.
She stared at him, her mouth falling open. “E-excuse me?”
“You mages, you’re lazy. Spoiled, too.”
Her cheeks burned red. “Y-you can’t say that about us! You work for us!”
He gave a light snort, before biting off another piece of his meal. “Or what? You’ll light me on fire? Call down the lightning to smite me to the earth? Or let me guess, try to turn me to ice?”
Her cheeks burned red, fists clenching tightly. “I… I...”
“Boy, I’ve been working with mages since I was a child. All that smoke and mirrors stuff? It doesn’t work on me. You’re useful, I’ll give you that. Can do a bunch of stuff most of us can’t. I’ve seen some mages that were worth their weight in gold. But most of you? You’re just lazy and expect everything to be handed to you. Then start whining the moment it doesn’t go your way. Most of you don’t even know how good you have it.”
“W-we do not! We--”
“Oh really?” he asked, a look of amusement in his eyes. “Let’s take a look at you. You are a mage, for one. Not just anyone can do that.”
“A-anyone can be--”
“Is that what they tell you?” he asked with a light laugh.
She felt shame flowing through her body, her anger rising inside her. “A-anyone can. While yes, some people have higher innate levels of magic than others, it’s through years of practice, honing and strengthening their power that they gain control of it. Anyone could do it.”
He gave a snort. “And who has that kind of time? You’ve been learning magic since, what, you could speak? How about your parents, have you ever met them? Or are you an orphan? I know a few mages like that, but I doubt you’re one of them. Plenty of other mages who have to learn other ways, too.”
Yvette’s cheeks burned red with embarrassment. “W-what do my parents have to do with anything? But yes, I see them on occasion. I--”
“Nobles, right? Or maybe royalty? Not just any family can send their child away to be taught by a mage. Most mages won’t even look at you unless you come from the right family. So, which are you?”
Yvette slowly hugged her knees to her chest. “That’s… not important…”
“Let me guess. Third son? Fourth? Nothing to inherit. So your parents pull in some favors, maybe spend a bit of money and have you sent off to become a mage under Betan.”
She lowered her eyes into her chest. The worst part of the words were she knew how right they were.
“From there, you spend the rest of your life in some nice, warm tower. Never working a proper day of your life. Just studying and taking it easy. Why? So when you get older, you can spend the rest of your life working in some small town, where you’ll get your own fancy tower, or maybe a mansion, and have them waiting on your hand and foot because of the tricks you learned. Meanwhile, your family gets to enjoy all the prestige that comes from having a mage in the family. Am I wrong?”
“I provide a… we help people...” she mumbled.
“Some of you do. But I’ve been working with your kind for years. You say ‘anyone’ can be a mage, but they can’t, can they? You’ve got a whole pampered life set out ahead of you. And then you complain that people won’t call you a girl?”
“I-I just… I...”
“So no, I don’t respect you. I can count on my fingers the number of mages I’ve met who actually deserve respect. Your money is good enough, I’ll grant that. I’ll keep you alive.”
“Why did Betan even hire you...” she asked. “Did he know how you feel about us?”
“Of course he did. He wanted someone to watch over you and help toughen you up. That, and had experience in dealing with your kind.”
She glanced up at him again. He was a few years older than her, at least. She wondered how many mages he’d worked with over the years, beyond his work as a guardian. “Do you know magic?” she asked softly.
“A spell or two,” he said with a shrug. “A few tricks that have got me out of a scrape here and there.”
“How long have you been hired for?’ she asked.
“Half a year. After that, it’s up to you if you want me to stick around or not.”
“I’ll definitely not,” she said, her eyes narrowing on him. “So you were hired to just keep me safe and insult me?”
“Keep you safe, stop you if you try to do anything too reckless.”
She sighed. “Do I seem like the reckless type?”
“The first mage I ever worked for tried to walk head first into a hydra’s lair. If I hadn’t knocked him unconscious we both would have died,” Gervas said, his tone cold and unamused. He tore off a third piece of the meat, before wrapping it up again. “My job is to keep you safe and stop you from doing anything stupid. It’s not to coddle you or keep you happy. It’s definitely not to humor your little quirks.”
“It’s not a--”
“And if you think pretending to be a girl is going to make me go lighter on you? You’re wrong. I’d treat you the same. Safety does not mean comfort. Now, eat something then set up your tent. It’s going to be a long night, otherwise.”
She stared at him, her mouth falling open. She slowly opened her bag and peered inside. Finding the bundled up tent was easy enough, she pulled it out with ease. There were also the same thin, narrow strips of meat her guard had eaten. She pulled one out and slowly chewed on it.
It tasted like pure salt, making her cringe. It was far different from the warm, extravagant meals she’d had back home. Was he really just trying to just toughen her up? She tore off a piece of the meat, though the taste made her eyes water, before bundling it up and sliding it into her pack.
She didn’t want to be a girl because she wanted to be pampered. She didn’t care how he treated her, so long as he’d treat her the same as any other girl. She started to unpack the tent and stared at it.
“What?” he asked.
“Where’s… the rest of it?”
He gave a light chuckle, watching her with an amused look. “What? That’s fairly common. Never camped before? Or used to something a bit more magical? Perhaps a servant to ready it for you?”
Her cheeks burned redder. When she had first been given her traveling supplies, she had just assumed that the tent was smaller than she was used to. She had only used one a handful of times in her life, usually with multiple people.
But, unlike the ones she had used before, this one was far smaller and appeared to be nothing more than just a wide strip of cotton. “It’s a blanket.”
He laughed, shaking his head, obviously enjoying himself.
Her anger flashed and she reached into her bag once again, certain she had to miss something. However, despite her searches, the only other piece of camping equipment she found was a bedroll. She stared at the cotton tent for a long moment before glancing back to his tent.
His was slightly larger, but seemed to be the same as hers. It was standing up on its own. She closed her eyes for a moment, focusing her magic on her tent, but she didn’t detect any magic. She frowned and then focused on his and, to her annoyance, there was no magic on it, either. As far as she could see, there wasn’t anything outside keeping it up either. Which had to mean there was some kind of support set up on the inside. She glanced up at the sky. Fortunately, it was clear. She looked around for something she could hang it on.
Her eyes rested on a low hanging branch, not very thick but low enough, and long enough, it could work. She walked to it and tossed the tent over, making the cloth dangle down, a few inches off the ground. She adjusted it so one side of the tent was on the ground, the other a foot or so above. Using some rocks, she used them to weight the end on the ground, giving her a little, if partially opened, shelter. “There.”
There was a light chuckle from Gervas, causing her cheeks to burn even redder. She’d probably done it wrong, or he had a better idea of how to do it. But she didn’t care. She’d rather die to the elements than give him the satisfaction of having to ask his help.
She walked back only to grab her bedroll, unrolling it and tossing it on the ground. She plopped down and almost gave a cry of pain. The ground wasn’t quite as even as it looked, a thick root digging into her back.
“You okay over there, Tebaud?” Gervas asked, giving a heavy chuckle. She could hear a clatter and, after a few minutes, the sound of something sizzling. She refused to answer, rolling around so her back was to him. “Tebaud?”
She closed her eyes tightly. “I’m sleeping. Leave me alone. My name is Yvette.”
He just laughed, but didn’t speak again. Soon, the smell of something delicious and spicy filled the air and she had to curl up a bit tighter.
Worst of all, she knew in a way he was right. She didn’t have experience traveling, most mages didn’t. She’d lived in that tower her entire life and only ever left on rare occasions. Even if he mocked her, she also needed him.
Eventually she heard him pack up whatever it was he was cooking with. A few moments later the fire went out and she heard the light ruffling of him entering his tent. To her surprise, she felt a light tingle spread through her body and realized a moment later why, a ward spell had been put around them.
She felt another wave of foolishness when she realized that was something she should have done, she was a mage. She just hadn’t thought about anything disturbing them at night.
Before long, she heard him lightly snoring and she gave a sigh, trying to move around so the branch dug into her body as little as possible. Today had been the most miserable day she’d endured in ages, she couldn’t believe this was what it was like to be journeyman. Sleeping in terrible shelters, her entire body a mass of aches and roots digging into her back.
If only her master would have listened to her. But she didn’t know why she was surprised. He’d never taken any of this seriously, always having an excuse for why she would dress this way, or demand to be called Yvette. She felt like a fool for believing she could ever convince him otherwise. She’d just hoped if she could get him to listen for one minute, he’d understand.
While, yes, what she wanted to do WAS dangerous and had been misused in the past, she didn’t want to turn into a massive demon and bring terror down on the land, nor did she want to turn people into livestock and slaughter them. All she wanted was to make herself a girl, permanently. Why couldn’t he just accept that?
Those miserable thoughts were only amplified by the suffering her body felt. She’d barely eaten anything all day, but she was so tired the idea of rummaging through her bag for more meat sounded like torture. On top of all that, the ground was too hard.
A sudden breeze, coming through the open sections of her tent, made her shudder. She wrapped her bedroll tightly around herself and closed her eyes. Why was it so--
A crack above drove the idea out of her head, when the branch holding her tent up broke. The branch landed on her, hitting her shoulder, while the fabric fell on her. She gave a soft sigh and fought out from under them, climbing out of her bedroll with a frustrated growl. She glanced back to the other tent, setup correctly.
She then looked at her own bedroll and covering. She weighed the options, before shaking her head. She’d deal with this herself. There was no way he would help her, anyway. He couldn’t even call her by her name. She dragged the bedroll and tent away from the trees, into the grass, before, finally, climbing back into the bedroll. Using the tent as a second blanket was, at least, warmer. The grass was softer as well.
The movement made her body ache all the more, however, as well as her stomach. She finally shook her head, before reaching back into her bag and pulling out her rations. Salty and hard as it was, it was still food and this time she didn’t stop eating until she felt full.
Sadly, there was nothing she could do for the aches and pains, but even without a proper tent, a full stomach and the softer grass made it almost tolerable.
 
------
 
Yvette woke up with a groan, her body managing to be in even more agony than the night before. Muscles that had been abused from hours of riding, then had her magic surge through them, protested the moment she tried to sit up.
“Sleep well?” Gervas asked. “I was going to get you up if you didn’t wake up soon. It’s time to go.”
She looked over to him and felt nothing but raw, burning hatred. His tent was gone, only his bag remained out. The horses were now saddled, nibbling on the grass without a care in the world.
“I hate you...” she muttered before, with great difficulty, getting to her feet. However, there was one positive now. A night of rest had done her some good, restoring a little of her lost power. She placed her left hand to the bracer again and, once the dots were adjusted properly, put the hand on her wrist. “Heal,” she said softly, the warm glow of magic flowing through her.
While it didn’t remove all the pain and soreness, it helped dampen the sensations. Her eyes leveled on the horse and she gulped. “How long do we have to ride?” she asked softly.
“A few hours. I was planning for us to arrive a few hours after dark yesterday, but then you went and threw your little mage fit, so we’ve been delayed. Unless you want to camp out here again tonight, we should get going,” Gervas said. “If you hadn’t done that detour last night, we’d have been able to sleep in town. Did you learn your lesson?”
She stiffened at those words. Her lesson? Once again anger boiled within her. “Yes, I did. And you know what?” she asked, walking up to him and looking him in the eye. “It was worth it.”
He smiled in amusement. “Stubborn little boy, aren’t--”
She couldn’t stop it. She slapped him, her body quivering with rage. Her hand struck his cheek and pulled back, the fingers throbbing. “Stop calling--”
Yvette found herself on the ground, her head pounding, staring up at the sky. It took her a few moments to realize the reason her head was pounding was because he’d hit her back. He stood over her, glaring. “Mage, we’ve talked about this. Safe does not mean comfortable. I’m sure you’re used to people falling over themselves to get in your favor. But I’m not one of them. I’ll keep you safe. But if you ever strike me again, you better be damn sure you’re ready to deal with the consequences. Are we clear?” he asked.
She laid there, blinking a few times to try and clear her vision. Finally, she nodded. “Yes...”
“Good. Then get up, boy. We’ve got a lot of riding to do.”
Yvette got to her feet, slowly. She walked to her horse and sighed, gently holding the reins and leaning her forehead against the saddle. She flipped through her options.
Despite her hatred of him, she had to endure for now. She reached into her saddlebag and pulled out a small map scroll, rolling it open. Her first destination was simple. The Vault of Mirrored Dreams. The first part of the journey would be the longest, but it was only a few weeks. The path they were taking went around along the edges of the Fay Woods, passing by different towns and keeps built along its outskirts. She just had to be strong until then. No matter how much he ridiculed and mocked her.
She slowly put her foot into the stirrup and climbed up the horse. This time, she was slow and careful, even if she was awkward while climbing. Her muscles protested, but she ignored them.
Gervas chuckled. “Forget something?” he asked.
She glanced down to him and paled. She hadn’t bundled up her tent, or her bedroll. On top of that, her bag was resting next to them. The idea of having to climb down a second time, just to come back up made her want to cry.
“Don’t make that face, I’ll get it,” he said before giving a shrug. “Frankly, I’m amazed you were even able to crawl into the saddle after yesterday. When’s the last time you rode?”
“A horse? I… don’t know. Not too long ago. But they were… smaller. And I never rode them quite this long.”
“I see. Well then, I will tell you this. It’ll get easier after you’ve done it a few times.” He knelt down and began to bundle up her supplies.
“Oh thank the stars…” she whispered.
“But sleeping on the ground will make it a lot worse. The trip I set for us will get us to the vault, but you’ll need to listen to me. Now, if you want to ignore me and do things the hard way, it doesn’t bother me. I get paid either way and I’ve spent nearly as many days sleeping under the sky as I have under a roof.” Once he was finished with her bag, he tossed it to her. She caught it and slowly put it over her shoulder.
“Fine. Just… stop calling me boy...”
“When you are able to be a man, I will. Come along, child,” he said, his voice riddled with condescension.
Yvette sighed and gently nudged the horse forward, making it begin to trot. Every step sent more pain through her body, slowly growing the longer she walked. On top of that, before long her stomach was beginning to rumble in objection. The idea of stopping and having to climb down and then back up, however, was unbearable. Instead she reached into her bag and pulled out some more wrapped pieces of meat, biting into one of them.
“How much longer will it take?” she asked softly.
“Hmmmm. Judging by that road we passed a while back, probably a few hours after the sun hits its peak. If you hadn’t stopped us for so long, we’d be there already.”
“If you’re hoping I’ll apologize, you’re wrong,” she muttered.
“If you’d just been patient, we wouldn’t have been out here.”
“I wasn’t going to march into the town, into any town, like that. Ever. I’d rather sleep on the road every night.”
He chuckled. “Really? Excuse me if I find that hard to believe.”
She sighed and looked away, biting off another piece of the dried meat. She mentally went over the map one more time. Could she make it on her own? She knew how to read a map, at least. The path was easy enough to follow. The Fay Woods were supposedly safe as long as you didn’t go very deep inside. But when it came to traveling itself, her knowledge was severely lacking. Though she was beginning to wonder if traveling alone could truly be worse than this.
Soon, the gentle clopping of the hooves against the ground was the only sound that passed between them. The coolness of the night was almost entirely gone now, the sun having risen and cast its warm glare on them. She shifted uncomfortably in her seat, the sweat making it more unbearable with every second.
After what felt like hours, he glanced back at her. “You know, even if you dress in those clothes, people can still tell you’re a guy. They--”
“Don’t.”
“I’m just saying that--”
“Don’t. I’ve heard it all. Just… stop. Please,” she managed to say, choking on the words and closing her eyes.
He gave a sigh and shook his head. “Fine. You’re just making things worse for yourself.”
Chapter 4
 
 
 
Yvette barely resisted the urge to break down into squeals of delight when she saw the first building, coming into sight when they crossed one final, small hill. The forest and the road continued on, but a small town had formed besides it. Dozens of buildings were scattered, with the forested area around the town having been cut back heavily. Spreading out from the town were farms, with small cottages and barns spread across the countryside.
It was far different from the hills and trees she’d seen up to this point. She felt her heart pounding hard, her hand gripping the reins tightly.
“Don’t gallop,” Gervas warned. “You’ll hurt yourself.”
She almost snapped at him, but stopped herself. As much as she wanted to tell him he was wrong, she knew he was right. Her body ached too much right now, just remaining at the gentle pace made her want to jump off the horse and never ride again. To distract herself, she mentally went over the details she knew about this town.
There weren’t many, unfortunately. Called Erdenrest, the only thing she really knew about it was that there was a mage living here, one of the children of the mage who had settled and had the town form around them. She’d never met the mage, as they were known to be a bit of a recluse. Her master had mentioned a desire to visit him many times, but had never actually made the trip.
After a few painful minutes of riding, the small homes of the town coming ever closer, she saw movement. Her heart did a little jump when she saw a figure standing by one of the cottages, talking with a woman with a bandaged arm. He was wearing a silk robe, the same as her master. Gervas reached over and gripped the reins of her horse when they came closer, pulling them to a stop near the man.
She stared at the master, her heart pounding and mouth dry. She felt all too overwhelmed. What could she say? He was a true master, so far above her she--
The thoughts left her mind when she remembered that she was a journeyman now. While she was below his rank, she was at least worth notice now. She didn’t have to be nervous around him.
But she had never met a master, face to face, aside from Betan. The few times other masters (and once even a grandmaster) had come to meet with their master, the apprentice’s role was to keep their head down and avoid disturbing them.
“Place a thin layer of the salve on twice a day. It will deal with any infection that remains,” the man said before handing the woman a small vial filled with blue liquid. He then turned to them, his eyes focusing instantly on Yvette causing her to jump.
He was far younger than her master, though still at least a decade or two her elder. However, his small, perfectly groomed beard and short hair were solid black, without a single hint of gray in them. His face was bereft of wrinkles aside from a few smile lines, which only seemed to grow when he let out a hearty laugh. “Ho there! It has been many, many years since I have had a journeyman come through these parts!” he said, his voice firm and booming. “I am Master Neil. Tell me, who do I have the fine honor of greeting, lady…?” he asked.
Yvette’s heart nearly stopped, her eyes widening. He called her lady. Her heart was hammering and she didn’t know what to say. But she felt a happy warmth rise over her. For once, she wouldn’t have to fight or argue, she could--
“Not lady,” Gervas said, shaking his head. “HE is Journeyman Tebaud, he just enjoys those robes.”
Her heart felt as if it was going to shatter. She could see it on Neil’s face. The confusion, the way he stared at her. Then the moment of realization. Finally, the man nodded. “Ah, my apologies. Lord Tebaud. And you are…?”
“I am the young lord’s bodyguard, Gervas. We’ve come to seek shelter for the night, Lord Neil.”
“Of course! You will be my honored guest for the evening! It has been so long since I've entertained journeyman. Tell me, Lord Tebaud, what brings you here?” He turned and his horse began to trot lightly back to the town. With a light tug and squeeze of his legs, both his horse and hers began to move forward. “It’s not often journeymen come this way, most prefer to avoid coming near the woods.”
Yvette didn’t stir. She could barely process what had happened. For a few, scant seconds she had been so happy. Someone had called her a girl. Someone had looked at her and seen her as a girl. Now it was all gone, taken away by her guardian.
She shook her head. “Lord… Lord Neil?” she asked softly.
“Yes?” he asked, glancing back at her.
“C-call me Yvette.”
The man frowned, eyeing her for a moment. He then let out a light laugh. “Ahhhh, I see. A girl’s name, I understand.”
She relaxed.
“You don’t need to worry about that, I won’t mock you for wearing a girl’s robe. There’s no need for you to fret, even in that color you look nothing like a girl.”
The words stabbed through her like a knife and she stared at him, her body quivering. Suddenly the pain from the horseback riding didn’t seem so bad and she only wished they could keep going, rather than stay a full night in this place.
Unfortunately, it wasn’t meant to be. They were led through the small town and to a single, large building that she had mistaken for an inn at first glance. The pair were led to an attached stable where a servant was waiting to take their horses.
Gervas, however, jumped down with practiced ease. “I’ll tend to the horses. I’m sure you’d enjoy some time to talk together.”
Yvette climbed down from the horse far less gracefully. She noticed that Neil seemed to struggle as well. She followed the master into his home, looking around. Opposed to the stone tower her master resided in, everything seemed to be built of wood here. Strange charms covered the walls, so many she could barely make out the wood beneath them. Some small enough they could easily fit in her palm, while others were so large they had to rest at an angle so they could fit between the floor and roof. “You like charms?” she asked softly.
“Indeed,” he said with a light laugh. “I’ve always been talented at enchanting, you see. Runs in the family. For generations my family has been crafting charms and, with every new home we find, we take a bit of what we’ve created with us. Many of these were my father’s, from when he first came.”
She nodded. “I see. That’s very nice,” she mumbled, following him into the master’s study. The room was spacious, while the house appeared to be two stories tall, this room in particular seemed to hold both floors together, with bookshelves lining two of the walls and a tall ladder attached to it, that went almost to the roof. On the left side of the room from the entrance a desk, cluttered with scrolls, was resting besides assorted tools. In the center of the room were two chairs with thick padding, so large they were almost thrones. “It’s nice. You work here?”
“Often.” He walked to the chair facing the door and sat down, before motioning for her to set. “I get it from my father, you see. It is why he settled here, we have both always enjoyed our privacy. Though, I cannot deny that even I, sometimes, miss the company of others like myself. It feels like it has been years since I have had a chance to speak with another mage. Tell me, what brings you here?” He motioned to the chair for her to sit.
She nodded and lowered herself into it, giving a low gasp. Despite how tense and hurt her muscles were, it felt as if the chair was melting them away. “This chair is amazing,” she said, her voice filled with awe.
“I’m happy you think so, I’ve dedicated enough time and research to it. Why, you can never have a chair that’s too comfortable, especially when you spend as much time as us studying in one, no?” he asked with a laugh.
“Right,” Yvette said.
“Please, help yourself,” Neil said before leaning forward, taking a small, wooden mug off the small table between the chairs. A second, steaming mug was waiting.
She stared at it for a few moments, not sure if the drinks, or even the table, had been here when she arrived. She reached out, cringing slightly from her pained muscles, and took the remaining mug. She took a small drink. Her eyes widened at the sweet nectar, the spices itching her nose. “W-what is this?”
“Blueberry cider with a few special additions. I am particularly fond of the honey, don’t you agree?”
She gave a small nod, staring into the mug. It was very smooth and soothing. She gave a small sniff, she was certain she could smell cinnamon in it. She realized she was delaying the inevitable. But the idea of talking right now, especially to him, made her heart hurt. He’d called her lady. For just a second, she’d felt great. She’d felt as if what she wanted was okay. The closest she ever came to that was when Ermina would humor her requests, though that rarely lasted long. She felt tears well up in her eyes when she thought about how his first thought had been ‘lady’.
“Lord Tebaud?” he asked.
She was shaken from her thoughts a moment later. “Huh? Oh. Right. What was the question?”
“What brings you here? It’s not very often that journeymen come this way. Which city are you heading to?”
“Oh… I’m a traveling journeyman. I’m not heading to any city. I’ve taken the path of a traveler.”
“A traveler? My my my...” he mumbled, leaning back and lightly swirling his cider. “That is very rare these days. Tell me, what brought this on?”
“I just wanted to see the world. See where I could go. What I could do. I… I’m heading up to the vault, now. I thought it would be a great place to draw inspiration from, in my training.”
He nodded. “I see. The Vault of Mirrored Dreams, I take it? Yes. A place all young journeymen should visit if given the chance. The birthplace of magic, so they say. Though that was many generations ago. I went there once as an apprentice.”
Her heart did a leap, though she tried to keep herself calm. “You did? What was it like?”
“Hot,” he said with a laugh. “But then, deep in the heart of a volcano, how could it not be? It was incredible. To feel the pulsing heart of the world, the living, breathing magic that flows through that land.”
She nodded. “What did you see?”
He gave a light laugh. “Ancient artifacts I could only dream of one day creating. The history there is something you must truly see to understand.”
“And spells. As the birthplace of magic it must have all kinds of weird magic practiced there, right?” Yvette asked, staring intently at the master.
Neil chuckled softly. “Ahhhh, I see. I know what you’re after. The Tome of Forbidden Spells, correct?”
Her breath caught and her heart pounded faster. Was it so obvious? Did he already know what she was after?
“It’s only natural, I suppose. Magic like that is something you’ve only ever heard of in myths and legends, no? Yes, I’ve seen it. Never got the chance to touch it, though. But I understand why so many mages would desire to. It was a tome like no other. A cover of solid gold, its pages glimmering like silver. As an enchanter, I can tell you the magic I felt from them was unlike anything I have ever felt before. A collection of spells so dangerous and powerful that none but the greatest amongst grandmasters can be permitted to gaze upon them.”
She nodded, breathing out and calming down. She supposed she had no reason to be surprised, there were probably dozens of journeymen making their way there every year. She’d be just the same as any of them, albeit with a different goal. If she could just get her hands on that tome for a second and find out the components for the spell, she could make her transformation permanent.
“Where do you plan to travel after that?”
“North,” she said quickly. “Further north. There’s still a lot for me to see and experience.”
“Ah yes, a mind eager to learn and explore. There seem to be fewer and fewer mages like that these days. They grow accustomed to the luxuries of their master and then, when they become journeymen, they find some other small town and decide to gain those luxuries of their own. In a way, I envy you. The world, so fresh and ripe with possibilities. Why, you can go anywhere you wish, find a new home, be anything you desire!”
“If only it was that easy...” she muttered, slowly swirling her drink and staring at it.
“Tebaud?” he asked.
She cringed again. “It’s...” She then eyed the master. She remembered all the little fights she had had with Betan over the years. Every time she asked him to call her Yvette, the way she asked him to treat her like a girl. Even all the fights she had to have before he let her wear the female robes without him demanding she change. She was already exhausted from fighting with Gervas and Neil’s prior words. She shook her head. “I’m sorry to ask. But I’m exhausted and just sore. Do you have a guest room I could rest in? I just think I need to lay down for a couple of hours.”
“Oh, of course, how selfish of me,” he said before getting to his feet. “After your travels you must be exhausted. I’m sorry, it really has been so long since I’ve had visitors,” he said before walking towards the door.
She placed her mug down and slowly got to her feet, the aches in her muscles objecting to leaving the heavenly chair. Still, she followed after him. He lead her through the house and up to the second floor, though each step made her whimper, before finally leading her into a room.
The room was quite spacious, with two beds up against the left wall, a rather large window with slats and a single desk on the right wall. “If you require anything, please, don’t hesitate to call on one of the servants,” with those parting words he closed the door.
She walked towards the bed, her hand moving around her body, cleansing away the dirt and sweat with her simple spell. While she longed for a warm bath, the idea of doing anything except crawling into bed sounded like far too much work. She unbuckled her belt and tossed it aside, her tunic, robe and breeches following suit a moment later.
She collapsed onto the bed and whimpered. Even if she had lost all of her clothes, at least her undergarments were her own. She couldn’t believe Betan could do that to her. He’d had no right, those clothes had been hers. She had worked on them, gathered them. Fought with him a thousand times to protect them.
Tears welled up in her eyes while she thought of the dresses she’d acquired. There had been a pretty blue one she had gotten during a fair. A soft brown one that she had purchased off gypsies. A few she had acquired from different traders. Then there was the jewelry. It wasn’t very much, a few simple necklaces, made of cheap beads, pretty rocks and shells.
They hadn’t been much but they had been hers. She pulled a pillow from under her head and hugged it to her chest, before burying her face against it and letting out a scream. She was a journeyman now. She was supposed to be able to do whatever she wanted, wear whatever she wanted. Be herself. She had practiced and studied and learned and endured so, so much to get here.
Yet it was almost as bad as being back home. Some days it felt as if she had only just survived while in that tower. As if all she had to do was endure until this day. Until the moment she could be herself.
Except now she had Gervas. She couldn’t believe he had just outed her like that. For a few scant moments she had been so happy, it had all felt as if it was worth it. Only to have it snatched from her grasp in a moment. She couldn’t contain it anymore. She started to sob into the pillow, her tears flowing free.
The door opened and her head whipped around, staring at the doorway. Gervas stared back at her, holding his equipment in his hands. For just a moment, she thought she saw concern on his face. But then it vanished and was replaced with annoyance. “Are you crying?”
“G-go away...” she mumbled, burying her head in the pillow. “J-just go away!”
“Why? Can’t enjoy your self pity with someone here?” he asked before he began to undress as well. He rested his swords and shield on the desk before he leaned his spear on the wall. He then began removing his chainmail hauberk, carefully laying it out. “You should be talking to Neil. He’s one of your kind, isn’t he? He seemed eager, as well. You should have a--”
“Why?” Yvette asked, staring up at him, clutching the pillow tight. “Why did you do it?”
“Do what?”
“Why did you tell him I was a boy? He thought I was a girl. He was… he...”
“What, he bought this little farce you’ve been trying to fill my head with?” Gervas asked, turning to face her. He crossed his arms and glared down at her. “You’re a boy. It’s obvious you’re a boy. Stop this stupid little game. Nobody is falling for it. You’re wasting your time.”
“Why?” she asked softly. “W-why? Who am I hurting?”
“Excuse me?”
“I just want to be a g-girl. I just want to…. I just want to be like this. To be me. It’s all I’ve ever wanted.”
“Sure it is,” he said with a dismissive wave of his hand.
“Why are you so cruel?” she asked gently, shaking her head. “Why? I’m not hurting anyone. I’m not doing anything b-bad. Why can’t you just let me be me?”
He shook his head before laying down on the other bed. “It’s for your own good, Tebaud. This game of yours--”
“It’s not a game!” she screamed, before burying her face in her pillow. “Why? Why won’t you just LISTEN?! I just want to be me! I just want to be a girl! Why can’t you just let me?”
“Because you’re not a girl. No one is ever going to believe you are.”
She shuddered, burying her head in the pillow. She didn’t care anymore. “Go away…”
“Excuse me?”
“Go away. I don’t… I don’t care anymore. Just take your horse and and go. Your services as a guardian are no longer needed.”
He gave a light chuckle and shook his head. “No.”
“W-what do you mean, no?”
“I mean, no. I was hired to keep you safe.”
“You… you can’t do that! You work for me!”
“I work for Betan. He hired me to make sure you didn’t kill yourself. That’s what I’m doing.”
“But I don’t want you to! You’re making everything worse!”
“You think you’re the first person I’ve protected who didn’t want me to be there? You spoiled kids are always like that.”
Yvette rolled so her back was to him, hugging the pillow closer to her chest and sobbing into it.
“Cry all you want, it won’t change anything. Betan let me know everything.”
Eventually her tears stopped and she closed her eyes, laying there. Her eyes burned, her body ached and her heart felt like it was being cut in two. She couldn’t believe she had to deal with him now. She’d finally escaped one home that wouldn’t allow her to be herself, why did she have to deal with another?
She tightened her grip on the pillow and gave a soft, gentle sigh. No, she wouldn’t. She didn’t care if she had to find her way to the vault all on her own. Even if it took her months, she would do it as herself. Even if the whole world refused to let her be herself, she WOULD be Yvette. Tebaud was gone. Forever.
She relaxed and let out a sigh of relief, loosening her grip on the pillow. Despite the aches across her body, she felt better now. She had a plan. She knew what she would do. She knew she would never have to listen to him again.
For now, all she had to do was rest and recover. Her mind cleared for the first time in days, she let the darkness of sleep envelop her.
Chapter 5
 
 
 
Yvette groaned and sat up. The pain across her body was almost entirely faded, though her body was still sore and stiff. She felt like she had slept for days, though the sun was still out, so she assumed it must have only been a few hours.
It was one of the most restful sleeps she’d had in ages, especially compared to the prior night. She slid out of bed and paused. Gervas was gone, his bed unmade. His weapons and armor were still resting on the ground and across the desk. However, a silver tray was resting on the desk as well, filled with slices of meat, cheese and a small roll of bread. The sight of food sent hunger pains through her stomach and she quickly made her way to the plate, stuffing the food into her mouth.
She didn’t know how long it would be until she would be able to eat again, but at least her stomach now felt full. She then walked to the window, opening the wooden slats. It wasn’t a big drop to the ground below. On top of that, there didn’t seem to be a lot of people about. They were likely eating their own dinner or working in the fields. There was a light chill in the air, though.
Yvette moved back to her garments and quickly began to get dressed. She’d imagined she’d be terrified now. She’d never been out on her own before, there had always been servants or helpers to deal with the things she just didn’t know or understand. It was scary out there, especially when you didn’t understand everything.
But instead she felt excited. Even if she didn’t know everything about traveling on her own, she’d finally be in control for once. She’d be able to be who she was, who she wanted to be. She’d never have to pretend to be a boy for fear of being shamed, humiliated or worse. She could be Yvette.
Besides, she was a mage. She could handle herself. All she had to do was keep following the road until she came to the vault. She could offer her services at the keeps and towns along the way. It would be easy.
Once she was dressed, she quickly went through the process of straightening her hair and smoothing her face. She wished she had a mirror to see herself, but she had to trust that she hadn’t missed anything. She promised herself that, the next town she stopped at, she’d request a bath. She walked to her bag and slid it over her shoulder, reaching in to pull open the map.
The next town was a few days away. Fortunately, there were a handful of keeps along the way, ruled by different lords. She could easily request supplies there, as well as offer her services for lodging.
The more she looked over the route, the more confident she felt. Even if she had to run through the night, she could make it somewhere she could rest, she was sure.
She moved to the window again and paused. She felt guilt claw its way through her heart, glancing back towards the door. Despite Neil’s words, he had been a generous host. He’d been so happy to have a guest, as well. Leaving him without so much as a note felt almost cruel. She chewed on her lip for a moment, weighing the consequences.
Finally, she shook her head and started trying to climb out through the window. If she left a note, Gervas would know where she was. He might come after her immediately, rather than giving her the time she needed to escape. Even if it made her feel guilty, she had to believe she was making the right choice.
Squeezing through the wooden slats wasn’t easy and she had to push them roughly to get enough space to squeeze through. Her robe caught twice, forcing her to pause and free herself. She was eternally thankful that there didn’t seem to be anybody around to see her, as she couldn’t imagine she looked like anything less than a fool.
She was halfway out when there was a soft crack and then one of the slats gave in, jarring to the side. Without the wood to help keep her supported, she fell forward out the window. She flailed her hands, trying to catch herself, but only managing to snag the rim for a second before she lost even that precarious grip, flipping through the air.
She landed on her back, hard. Dazed and confused, she stared up at the sky, her body a host of new aches and, likely, bruises. She did a quick inventory of her body, fortunately nothing seemed broken. She slowly rolled over to her side and got, shakily, to her feet.
She was out. She was free. She glanced up at the sky for a moment, before making a dash north, heading towards the northern road.
She’d been wrong before. It wasn’t evening, it was morning. She couldn’t believe she’d slept almost an entire day away, but at least now she knew why she felt so much better. More importantly, that meant she had a full day to put as much space between herself and Gervas as she wanted. By the time he realized anything was wrong, she’d be too far away for him to even bother trying to find her.
It was the perfect plan.
At least, it was until she nearly ran into him. She turned the corner of the last house and there he was, talking with a young man working in the fields. It took her bodyguard only a moment to notice her, his face etched with surprise. “Tebaud? What are you doing out here?”
“I...” she whispered, staring at him. He wasn’t wearing his armor or his sword. His horse was nowhere to be seen, likely in the stable. How long would it take him to get it ready to travel? How much time did she have?
“Tebaud? What is it?” he asked again, stepping towards her.
“STAY AWAY FROM ME!” she finally screamed, shaking her head. “I hate you and I WON’T LET YOU STOP ME FROM BEING ME!” With those words, she placed her left hand against her bracer, forming the desired symbol before unleashing her magic.
She could feel the light tingle while her body shifted. Parts becoming thinner and narrow, while others thickened. New muscles she didn’t have began to grow, while the ground itself seemed to rise up and she was forced to bend forward. From her forehead, small antlers blossomed. Within a few moments, she was no longer a human, instead having taken on the form of a reindeer.
She then charged forward, forcing Gervas to leap aside to avoid being trampled. “Tebaud! What in the world are you doing? TEBAUD! GET BACK HERE!”
She ignored him, galloping as quickly as she could away. She’d done it. She was free. She refused to even turn away, unwilling to risk looking back until she was certain he couldn’t have kept up.
Once she was certain she was out of sight and her stamina began to weaken, she reduced her speed from a rapid gallop to a steady, but slightly slower canter. This was one of her greatest forms for long distance. While it lacked the speed of a horse, its endurance was far higher.
He’d never catch her. She’d just run as hard as she could, as long as she could. She’d escape. She’d be herself.
Even when the strain of the long canter began to weigh on her, she felt lighter than she ever had, drawing on reserves of energy she never knew she had and supplementing it with her magic. Her mind focused on only one simple thought. Her freedom.
She didn’t know how long it had been when she finally began to slow. Judging by the sun, it had been a few hours. Still, she felt a giddy glee. She’d finally escaped. She slowed down from her canter into a trot and then, finally, a walk. Her mouth was dry and her heart pounded in her chest, sweat glistening off her coat. Her magic was at its limit, though. Once she turned back into herself, she knew she’d probably collapse from exhaustion. Even if this form could maintain its speed for an extended duration, she could not.
She glanced back once more, before turning into the forest and walking into it. All she had to do was find a place to rest and regain her energy. Perhaps a long nap, maybe she could even--
Her thoughts were shattered by a sudden piercing pain in her right side, just above her back leg. She froze in place, only to feel a second pain in her abdomen. She stumbled forward and then collapsed, something flying over her head mere moments after. Her spell collapsed, reverting her back to her human form.
The pain didn’t recede. She looked down for the source. An arrow was lodged in her side, a second in her hip. Slowly, she reached down and tried to grip one of the arrows and yank it out, only for the pain to make her pull her hand back and let out a shriek of pain.
She tried to focus, but the pain made thinking harder. Who had attacked her? Why? She could hear footsteps, someone making their way through the woods.
“It fell over here, I’m sure of it,” a voice said.
Yvette shook her head, trying to clear it. Her vision was clouded, confused and disoriented. “H-help...” she mumbled softly.
The sounds stopped. “Did you hear something?” a different voice from the first said.
“H-help!” she called out, as loudly as she could. The yell sent a wave of dizziness through her.
She laid her head flat against the ground, trying to will the world to stop spinning. Two figures ran out from the woods, soon towering over her. “It’s a mage! Oh by the Lion you shot a mage,” the first voice said.
“Me? You shot it! My shot missed!” the second voice said.
“It doesn’t matter who shot it!”
“H-help,” she pleaded, giving a light whimper. One of the figures knelt down by her.
“It’s okay, it’s okay,” the man said, the owner of the second voice.
“If his lordship finds out we shot a mage, we’ll be hung. Or have our souls torn out. Or turned into frogs! We aren’t even supposed to be here!”
“Well we’re here now!” the second voice snapped. She felt a sharp tug in her hip, eliciting a scream from her lips. The pain caused lights to flash across her vision, blinding her for a moment.
“W-we can’t let him tell anyone. If word gets out what we did, we just can’t!”
“What? We can’t just-- wait!”
She felt a hand on the back of her head, lifting it. She had only a moment to feel panic, before her head was slammed into the ground and darkness, mercifully, enveloped her.
 
------
 
Yvette’s eyes opened, groggily. She could feel herself being dragged by her legs. She tried to speak, but there was something covering her mouth. She tried to move her hands, but they were bound tightly together.
She hit a root and she felt something snag one of the arrows in her side, eliciting a muffled shriek from the girl.
“He’s waking up, hit him again!” the first voice said.
She tried to do something to defend herself, but she couldn’t move. Another sudden blow to the head drove the thoughts away when she sank into unconsciousness.
 
------
 
It hurt. She was resting on a bed of rocks. Dying. She was going to die. She could hear the two arguing again, but she couldn’t make out the words anymore. Her head was throbbing and she felt like she’d throw up.
She tried to focus, to use some small form of magic, but she’d used all she had taking the form of the reindeer for so long. She had nothing left. The more she tried, the more distorted the world seemed to become, spinning around her.
She closed her eyes. The end was here.
At least she could take comfort that she would die free, little though it was.
 
------
 
Water. She heard water. More yelling. Shadows dancing on the edge of her vision. Something was poking her back.
 
------
 
She was shaking, her head rolling from side to side. She felt something on her cheek. Hitting her.
 
------
 
Yelling, someone was yelling at her. She couldn’t understand the words, though. So much shaking. Why?
 
------
 
The world was going up and down, flying around her vision, making her nausea even worse.
 
------
 
Fire. She felt fire coursing through her veins. She wasn’t gagged any longer, allowing her screams to tear from her throat. It felt as if her body was being burned from the inside, awakening her once more.
She felt a hand covering her mouth and, through her dim, clouded vision, she swore she saw Gervas.
The pain seemed to last for hours but, eventually, it dimmed and then faded, leaving her with an empty feeling. Darkness mercifully embraced her one more time, taking her weary mind back into sleep.
Chapter 6
 
 
 
Yvette’s eyes slowly opened and she, groggily, stared up at the stone roof. She wondered if it had all been a terrible dream. Was today the last day of her apprenticeship?
She heard the door to the room open and then close, but she couldn’t focus on whoever it had been. She tried to move, but her body felt weak and hollow. There were small, lingering pains in her side where the arrows had been. Everything was blurry and disorienting.
Arrows. It hadn’t been a dream. She tried to sit up again, but the blankets felt too heavy. Her head was pounding as well. She could feel bandages wrapped tightly around her, the only thing she wore. Something metal wrapped around her left wrist. She slowly moved the arm, just enough to see what was on it, her vision slowly sharpening when she focused.
It was Gervas’ metal bracer. She, with great difficulty, moved her right hand to it and tried to unlatch it. However, try as she did to find a latch or binding, it seemed to be solid metal around her wrist.
The door to the room opened and Gervas stormed inside, slamming the door shut and making her jump. “Finally decided to wake up, mage?” he asked.
She recoiled from the angry look on his face. “I-I… I...”
“No. Don’t speak. Do you have any idea how close you came to dying?” he asked, moving forward and gripping her right arm, squeezing it so tightly she swore it would bruise.
“I-I--”
“You don’t have any idea what it’s like out there. All you’ve ever seen is your own little slice of home, your safe little tower. The world isn’t like that, Tebaud. But this? You almost got yourself killed. What in the world would possess you to run off like that?” His hand only tightened around her wrist, making her whimper in pain.
“Y-you’re hurting me!”
“You’re lucky this is the only pain I’m inflicting on you. If you hadn’t been on death’s door, I would have beaten you to an inch of your life myself!”
She let out a shriek of pain, his hand crushing her wrist. He finally let it go and she wrapped her left hand around it, trying to rub away the pain. “Y-you… I… what… happened?”
“You almost got yourself killed, that’s what happened. Your selfishness almost killed you, do you even understand that?” His fists were clenched at his side and he looked ready to start beating her, making her pull the blanket up as if it could protect her. “You’ve been out for days. If your trail hadn’t been so obvious, if those two idiots hadn’t spent so much time arguing. Hell, if you hadn’t been so lucky, you’d have drowned!” He punched the bed by her head, making her whimper and cower.
“P-please...” she whispered, trembling.
“No. No pleases. No more. I’m taking you back to Betan.”
She froze, her eyes widening. “W-what? Why?”
“I’m not just your bodyguard, mage. I’m your judge. It’s my job to make sure you’re worthy of your rank. Of being a journeyman. If you have the bare minimum intelligence to not get yourself killed!” he snapped, before kicking the bed, making it shake.
“W-what? But… but...”
“Don’t get any ideas about trying to cast magic, either.” He reached over and grabbed her left arm by the bracer, forcing it up. “Do you know what this is?”
“N-no.”
“Magevoid bindings.”
Her eyes widened and horror struck her. Magevoid. Dangerous items that were designed to not just disable a mage, but entirely burn their magic away while worn. They were incredibly difficult to make, as they had to be specifically tuned for the mage in question, otherwise they wouldn’t be very effective. Her heart sank when a new realization hit her. For her master to have given Gervas one meant he hadn’t trusted her to be able to do this. No, even worse. It meant he suspected she’d become a danger either to herself or others. Gervas wasn’t just her bodyguard. He was her keeper. Which meant if he took her back, she’d be lucky to just be knocked back down to being an apprentice.
“There it is,” he said, letting her wrist go. “Do you finally understand how much trouble you’re in?”
“Yes.”
“Then I want to know why. Why would you think running off on your own like that was smart?”
“I just… I wanted to be Yvette, I--”
“Stop using that as an excuse!” he yelled, kicking the bed again and drawing a frightened whimper from her. “You’re not a girl. You’re never going to BE a girl. Stop pretending you want to. What is even the point? Are you hoping for attention? Pity?”
“B-but… I just… I’m a girl...”
“Then why aren’t you?” he asked, his voice turning cold as ice. He leaned forward, resting a powerful hand on her chest, pushing her viciously into the bed.
“W-what?” she choked out.
“You keep saying you want to be a girl. But you aren’t, are you? You’re a mage. If it’s so important to you, then just do it.”
“I-I can’t...” she whispered, giving a soft whimper. She felt like her bones were going to crack under his hands.
“Don’t even try that with me. I saw you turn into a deer in front of me. I’ve seen what kinds of tricks you mages can pull. Changing the weather, rising houses from stone. I’ve seen one almost stop time. Do you really expect me to believe you can’t turn yourself into a girl?”
“I-I can’t for long enough!” she said, tears forming in her eyes. “You’re h-hurting me! I’m sorry! I’ve tried! I’ve tried to be a girl as much as I c-can! I’ve been trying to for years, b-but magic doesn’t work that way! I can make myself a girl but it only lasts a few hours!” she screamed, the tears falling. “Don’t you think if I could be, if I could fully be me, I… I would?” she asked, her entire body shaking.
She watched his eyes widen and, slowly, he pulled his hand away. She let out a soft gasp, the pain in her chest fading. He watched her for a few moments before, softly, he spoke up. “You’ve been trying for years?” he asked. For the first time since she’d met him, he seemed unsure of himself.
“Y-yes,” she said softly, trembling. “I… I can transform for a few hours at a time, but after that I have to regenerate my magic before I can try again.”
“But you transformed your robes. You spent hours doing it. They haven’t changed back.”
“Robes aren’t living things. Though, even the enchanted ones were harder. Living things, all living things, have a bit of magic to them. The more magic they have, the more they resist change. Even if the most powerful mage in the world transformed a really weak person into something, it likely wouldn’t last very long. The magic knows its form, it knows how the body is supposed to be. Or, at least, the… true form it started as. I can only do that, I can’t alter the true form.”
“Oh… then why don’t you just do that?” he asked. “Transform into a girl whenever you can? There were plenty of times you could have.”
“Then what?” she asked softly. “It uses all of my magic. What if something happened? What if I needed my magic? What if I got hurt or… you got hurt and I needed to heal a wound that would be fatal otherwise? Or any of the other things my magic is needed for? What then? I’m a mage. Am I supposed to go through every day, burning my magic away?” She then closed her eyes. “Besides. I tried that, for a while. I tried to be a girl as much as I could. Master Betan was was furious. He said I was wasting my gift. That I was being selfish and greedy. I’m a mage. I’ve trained my whole life to be a mage. I have a duty to use my abilities for the others who need it. Not on my own selfish wants. That’s why I dress and act like this even if I can’t always transform the way I want. It’s as close as I can get.”
“Oh...” Gervas said softly. “I’m sorry. I thought you were just… trying to find a way to get people to spoil you more. To take an easy way out.”
“H-how is any of this easy?” she asked, her body quivering while the tears flowed. “I-I’ve spent the last… I don’t even know how many years trying to be me. The only time I’ve ever felt right was when I was a girl. When I dressed as a girl, when I was talked to like a girl. When I was treated like a girl. All I’ve ever wanted was to be treated the same as them. I never wanted to be treated better, or be spoiled or get out of the trials I have to face as a mage. The requirements to be a mage, male OR female, are the same anyway!” she said, staring up at him. “You should know that!”
“I did, I just didn’t think you did...” he mumbled, his gaze shifting away from her.
“I’ve only ever wanted to be me. Just Yvette. Not… I just wanted to be me. And all I got was mockery for it. I constantly have to fight for everything. If I want to wear a dress, it’s a fight. If I want to be called Yvette, it’s a fight. If I want to be me. To just be myself, it’s a constant fight. Easy? None of this is easy. It has NEVER been easy. Every day I have to wake up and wonder what part of being myself is going to get me in trouble today. If it’ll just be okay and ignored, or if I’ll have to fight for every little thing all over again. Why would I ever want to be like this if I didn’t have to be? I don’t want easy, I just want to be treated the same as any other woman! Why is that so wrong?”
“Because you’re not one. It--”
“Why? Why is it so wrong for me to be one?” she asked, her voice going low. “If I act like one, dress like one. If I fight to be one. If I… if I give up everything to be a girl, why can’t I? Why am I denied? Am I hurting anyone? Am I so bad? Is being myself really that terrible a crime? All I want, all I’ve ever wanted, was to be Yvette. I don’t want to hurt anyone, or take, or steal. I don’t mind working hard. Using my abilities to help those around me. So why, why does it make me such a terrible person? Why can’t I be allowed this little thing? Why can’t you just… just treat me like Yvette? Why can’t anyone?”
“Tebaud… I...”
“Yvette! I never asked to be this way. I never… never wanted to...” she whispered. “If I could just be like everyone else. If I could feel right, normally? Everything would be so much easier. It would hurt so much less. I didn’t choose this. But I can’t stop it. I’ve tried. I tried to be a guy. I tried to be Tebaud. I hated it. I hated myself. Every time I’m called that name, it’s just another reminder of that person I hate. That person I loathe. I just… I just want to be me. Nothing else. That’s all.”
Gervas sighed and then, slowly, he lowered himself to sit besides her. “I’m sorry, Teb… Yvette. I didn’t realize how you felt about it.”
She nodded, closing her eyes, her hand moving up to wipe the tears away.
“Betan told me that this was just a phase. That you started doing it recently, that you were jealous because you felt some of the other apprentices were getting more attention than you. I thought you’d only been doing it for a few weeks. A month, at most,” he said softly. “I thought you were just another mage trying to find a shortcut to… I don’t even know what you’d hope to get out of this. I thought if I didn’t put up with it, you’d snap out of it and stop being a… well...”
“Yvette?”
“Yes. You’ve really been doing this for years?”
“Since soon after I learned my first transformation spell,” she mumbled. “I’d always felt wrong, until then. But once I transformed a few times, I just felt there was something missing. It wasn’t until I turned into a girl that… that I finally felt right. It was so weird. Strange. But wonderful. Like… like a blindfold had been removed. All of a sudden I was the person I was meant to be. It was so crystal clear. Not fake. Not pretending. But really me. I didn’t realize how big a problem it was for everyone else until after,” she said softly. “Sometimes I wish I’d never discovered it.”
“Why? Can’t you just go back?” he asked.
“Go back? No. You can’t… you can’t come back from this. For the first time ever I was me. All that nagging pain, that discomfort, that terrible feeling? It was gone. It was finally gone. How could I go back to how things were once I knew? How could anyone?” she asked softly, her eyes opening to stare up at him. “I would have been killing myself. If not in body, then in soul. I tried, but you just can’t come back from that. Once I knew the cure, I couldn’t stop it. Just the idea of stopping is the most terrible thing I can imagine.”
“This helps?” he asked, motioning to her. “Wearing outfits and that?”
“Sometimes. It helps a little. Makes the pain a little less. Makes me feel a little less… wrong. Sometimes it’s better. Sometimes I… I can almost feel right. Like when I was called lady,” she said softly, her body trembling again.
“But then I took that away from you...” Gervas said, shame in his voice.
“Yes.”
“That’s why you ran.”
“Yes.”
He stared down at her. Slowly, he reached out and took her left wrist. He tugged at the bracer and, after a moment, it opened, coming off her wrist. She let out a light gasp when she felt the control it had over her fade, the small vestiges of her power beginning to return. “So you can’t do it, then? Fully? There’s no spell for that?”
She stared up at him, before slowly lowering her eyes. “There is one.”
“What?”
“Have you ever heard of the mage Roule?”
“No, should I have?”
“Roule the butcher.”
She felt him tense besides her. “Yes, I have. He was he the one who--”
“Yes. There are others, but he was the most well known one. During his war, he didn’t just kill people. He turned them into animals, usually cattle. Most were slaughtered. Others… kept as beasts. What he did to them, though...” She shook her head and shuddered. “Spells like that don’t just change the body. They change the very magical nature of an object. Alter it to the new form. Changing them back to how they were is incredibly difficult. There’s no longer any basis, since the core, their ‘true form’ has been changed, so there’s nothing to turn them back to. On top of that, there are records of people who have had it happen to them, eventually having their minds shifted. That they were no longer the people they were. People who turned into bears eventually living as bears and things such as that.”
“That’s the spell that can do that?”
“Permanent transfiguration. Permanently turning a person into something else. That’s the only magic that could fix me. But it’s one of the forbidden spells. Due to mages like Roule, it was added to the forbidden tomes nearly… two centuries ago, I believe. All records of it were destroyed, the requirements to cast it, lost. In this age, there are likely only a very, very small handful of people who have ever seen what the spell requires. Even then, such spells are only shown to the most brilliant of grandmasters, only for research. Never to be cast.”
“I see,” he said softly. “Why not try to become a grandmaster, then? It’s difficult, but it can be done. Just live as a guy until then?”
“And what? Spend my whole life working and practicing, so I can MAYBE, if I’m lucky and good enough, become myself?” she asked, glaring up at him. “A grandmaster takes a lifetime of study, to become that good. I’d have to become a master, first. Then find something that would be deemed enough of an accomplishment to be granted the title. It could take forever. My life would be over by the time I was able to be me.”
“Right, sorry,” he said. “I… I am sorry. This must have been incredibly hard on you. I can’t imagine having to make that choice. Is there any way for you to imitate that spell? Aren’t you mages creating new spells all the time? How hard could those spells be, anyway? I’ve heard of them being re-discovered plenty of time.”
“Maybe,” she said softly. “It would require a lot of study and practice. I’d need to hone my craft. That and I would need to find the correct focus items for the spell. But it’s possible. The magic that… was used when that spell was made is different, though. As an apprentice, we’re only taught the basics of each type of magic and spell. From there, we practice and hone them, finding the magic that works best for us, creating our own variants and new spells. It’s why our focus bracers are so important. They allow us to have all the basic components at our fingertips. Of course, more powerful spells require more powerful resources. Some spells require materials so rare or difficult to work with that they have to be acquired separately. Others are destroyed in the spell. It’s possible it could be done with a journeyman bracer, but I doubt it. Possibly with a master one. But… trying to duplicate such a spell would get me in a lot of trouble.” She looked away from him, leaving out one important detail. While she doubted she could ever copy the spell, or create a variant of it, if she could find the original spell and work off from that, she was certain she could create a spell that would work and fix her, even if she couldn’t cast the original. “For now, this is the closest I can be to being myself. I don’t want to be treated differently than any other girl. That’s all I ask.”
“It’s okay, Yvette,” he said before, nervously, reaching out and patting her on the head. “I didn’t realize what you were doing. If this… is the closest you can be to what you want? It’s okay. I won’t try to stop you. You can be you.”
She stared up at him, fresh tears forming in her eyes. “R-really?”
“Yes. It’s-- h-hey. You don’t need to cry again! What’d I say? This is supposed to be a good thing!”
“N-nothing. Nothing bad. J-just no one has ever told me i-it was okay before,” she managed to sputter out, her body shaking. “I-I’m just h-happy. I’m just so happy. F-finally someone finally listened to me.”
She could see the guilt on his face before he turned away. “I see. I’m sorry it took this long. I’m sorry it took me this long. Just rest. Your wounds should heal.”
“Where are we?” she asked, lifting an arm to wipe the tears away.
“We’ll talk about it once you’re better. For now, rest. I’ll bring you something to eat,” Gervas said, before pausing at the doorway. “Rest well, Yvette.” He then stepped out of the room and closed the door behind himself.
Yvette pulled the blanket as tight as she could around herself, unable to keep the smile from her lips. It was okay. She finally had permission to be herself. To be Yvette. She’d been given grudging tolerance a few times. But she’d never been given permission.
Even if she didn’t need it, even if she told herself she didn’t CARE what he said, if he wanted her to or not, it still felt incredible. To, just this once, be allowed to be herself.
Chapter 7
 
 
 
“Ow ow ow ow...” Yvette muttered when the bandages were slowly removed, revealing the mostly healed wounds beneath. Two small scars were all that remained of the arrow wounds now.
“Please be calm,” the older man above her said, finally removing the last of the bandages from her. “Wonderful. You are healing nicely, Tebaud.”
She cringed. “Yvette.”
“Of course,” he said with a long suffering sigh. “Now then. Your concussion seems to have… mostly faded. However, strikes to the head have been known to cause certain delusions.”
“Delusions?” she asked, glaring at the man.
“Yes. Sometimes, we believe we are things other than what we clearly are, for example--”
“My name is Yvette. Being a woman is not a delusion,” she said coldly.
His eyes narrowed. “Now, child, I understand that you--” She tuned him out and sighed.
She’d finally discovered where she was, one of the keeps skirting the road. The lord and lady of the keep were gone, leaving the servants in charge of maintaining the estate. In this case, Peter. While not fully a mage, the man had learned just enough magic over the years to prove useful and rise to his position. Primarily healing magic. According to Gervas, it was quite common. While becoming a full mage required years of study and training, learning a few spells and some skills could make a person invaluable to lords that did not have enough territory to draw in a true mage. She was thankful for the aid he had rendered her, of course.
But the lecture on her ‘delusions’ was one she had heard a thousand times from her master. At least Betan had sometimes managed to be a bit tactful about it.
“Now, I understand that you believe you’re a girl--”
“Am a girl,” she interrupted, glaring up at him.
“You are clearly not. I have been the one tending your wounds, I would know if you were or were not a girl. Now, as you are a journeyman I cannot force you to acquire treatment for your--” The man paused for a moment, before continuing. “-- compulsion. But I--”
“Oh, I am planning to get treatment,” she muttered under her breath.
“I’m sorry? I didn’t quite catch that?”
“Nothing. Are you done? Because if you are, I would like to have my clothes and depart.”
The man sighed and shook his head. “Child, these clothes are not for you to wear. A young lad such as yourself--”
“NOT A LAD!” she yelled, sitting up. “I am a girl.”
“Hmph! Listen here, boy, if you weren’t--”
“A journeyman, you’d bully me into doing things your way? But I am, so you have no say in such matters. If you’d prefer, you may banish me from your lord’s castle. Otherwise, I am a woman. I feel like a woman. I am comfortable as a woman. Even if things are not physically correct, I refuse to be a man.”
“Yes, your delusions of--”
“They are not delusions! This is my body, this is how it is!”
The man snorted dismissively. “Bah. You are clearly a boy. If your mind struggles with that fact, it is clearly a sign of a grave illness that should be controlled. It--”
“Or maybe I’m a girl. Maybe I’m just supposed to be a girl, and my body is wrong.” Yvette felt her temper rising. “Maybe I want to be a girl because I AM a girl!”
“As I said, delusions. I have never, in all my years, ever had such drivel enter my mind. ‘Wanting to be a girl’. Such notions are the thoughts of a demented mi--”
“Do you want to be a toad?”
“Ex… excuse me?” he asked.
“Do you want to be a toad? Or maybe a canary,” she asked, her eyes narrowing.
“I… don’t understand.”
“My specialization. It’s transforming things, people, into other things, animals. So. Would you rather be a toad or a canary? Or maybe a little rat. Well?”
The color drained from the man’s face and he quickly got to his feet. “Ungrateful child...” he muttered before quickly racing from the room, closing it with a resounding slam.
Yvette sighed and flopped back down onto the bed. She heard the door start to creak open and felt the anger bubble up inside her. “Or maybe a squirrel! Toss you to the dogs!” she yelled.
Gervas stepped in through the now opening doorway, closing the door behind himself. “Do I even want to know?”
Yvette blushed and yanked the blanket up, covering her chest.“That… that man is an idiot.”
Gervas stared at her, a look of confusion on his face. Finally, he shrugged. “He seems fairly intelligent to me.”
“He says I’m delusional!”
“Yeah, I could see that. He actually had a few suggestions on how I could help you.”
She held her breath, her fists clenching. “What did he suggest?”
“Nothing I’d do. In the end, my job is to protect you. That’s all. What you wear or act like is none of my concern anymore.”
“And make sure I’m not a danger, right?” she asked, motioning to his bracer.
“Of course. You’re not hurting anyone with this, so there’s no need for me to interfere, Yvette.”
Her heart did a little leap. “So you’re not going to try and convince me I’m wrong, now?”
“No. Last time I tried, you almost died. My job is to protect you. I’d rather have you alive as a girl, than dead as a boy.”
She nodded. “On that note. Could you go? Or turn around? I need to get dressed and I’d rather you not watch...”
“There’s nothing I’ve not--” he stopped himself before turning around and crossing his arms. “Very well.”
She slid the covers off and walked to the nearby wooden table holding her clothes. “I think I angered him, though,” she said before she began to go through the garments. There were a few small tears in her undergarments, breaches and tunic, but nothing too severe. She whispered a quick incantation and began to remove the blood with her magic. “He deserved it, but we might not be welcome here for much longer.”
“We’ll be fine,” Gervas said.
“Are you sure? I may have threatened to turn him into a rat.”
“Can you do that?”
“I mean… not yet. Maybe one day. It’s a lot easier to transform myself than others. Even then, I wouldn’t do it,” she added quickly. “But he doesn’t know that.”
Gervas let out a tired sigh. “I see. I wouldn’t worry, however. I’ve been listening.”
“Oh? To what?”
“If you really want to know how things are, listen and keep an eye on the servants. Peter may be the lord of the manor, but it’s a rather… precarious position.”
“Precarious how?” she asked softly, before beginning to pull on her breeches and tunic. Fortunately, her bracer still lay wrapped tightly around the sleeve.
“He’s taken a few too many liberties while the lord is away, so to speak. Having a mage stay at your manor is quite an honor. But to drive one out… well...”
“Is it really that important?” she asked softly. “Another mage could come.”
Gervas shook his head. “Unlikely. Places that make mages feel unwelcome tend to not have return guests. That and the fact your mage’s guild operates outside the boundaries of most countries tends to make people wary. There are more than a few people who believe turning aside a mage will bring a curse down on your home as well.” He paused and shook his head. “Were he the Lord of these lands? It would be different. Some mages have been known to disappear once they’ve angered the local lord.”
“I wouldn’t curse someone!”
“You wouldn’t, others might.”
“Curses are nasty,” she said with a shudder. “That and they tend to backfire on the user. Even the minor ones.”
“Do… you know how to curse someone?” he asked.
“Of course. But before you get worried, the only thing I know close to a curse is to make it so their hair will always be a mess.”
“Ah, so it would have no effect on you, then. Clever.”
Yvette paused, slowly thinking about that before frowning. “HEY!”
“But I stand by what I said. He’s unlikely to kick us out. He may make us uncomfortable, but if he was to expel us, his lord would be furious.”
She nodded, then paled. “Wait. I threatened to turn him into a rat. You don’t think he’d believe that was a curse, do you?”
“He may. Just let him think on that for a while. Maybe he’ll decide to be more polite if he realizes there are consequences.”
She nodded, buckling her belt before finally tossing her robe on. “Well then. Since I am now able to walk, I would like to leave as soon as we can. Even if he won’t force us to go, I’d rather not stay longer than we have.”
“We’ll see. It may be best for us to stay until I’m certain you’re prepared to continue on. Besides, there is actually one last thing. A request, in fact. A task only magic can do. Or, at least, only magic can do effectively.”
“Oh? What?”
“You’ll see. Come along,” he said before turning around and walking out the door. That cocky, know it all smirk was back on his face and she couldn’t help feeling a little uncomfortable.
 
------
 
“That’s it?” she asked, staring at the chore she’d been tasked with.
“Yes,” Gervas said, the smirk on his face fading.
“It shouldn’t take long,” she said, glancing at the assortment of heavily soiled banners, tapestries and garments.
Apparently one of the attic roofs had collapsed during the winter, resulting in a nice, pleasant place for birds to make their homes, along with a few other creatures. While the room had been cleansed and repaired, the soiled fabrics had been covered in grime, animal refuse and mold by the time they’d finished. Storing them in a sideroom, rather than cleaning them, had only made the condition worse. She didn’t blame the servants for not wanting the clean them themselves. She felt a little gross just being near them.
However, the people here had saved her life and she would repay the debt she owed. She walked towards the garments, holding her breath. The smell was foul enough that, even without breathing, she swore she could feel it.
She lightly hummed her spell before placing a finger on the first, purging away some of the disgusting filth from them. Even then, while on minor messes her spell could make the mess seemingly disappear, for this all it could do was move the filth off of the cloth as if it was melting away. It took three tries with the first before she was satisfied, picking the banner up and dragging it out from the room. She cast her spell one final time, before tossing it into Gervas’ hands. She then walked past him and gasped for air, coughing and trying to clean the feeling of disgust from herself.
“Yvette, if this is too much, you don’t have to--”
“No. I said I’d do it, and I’m going to do it,” she said before turning and marching back into the room. Piece by piece she cleansed the articles, each use of her spell making her feel dirtier and dirtier. However, eventually, the objects were cleaned and the remains of the mess scattered on the floor. She stepped out of the room one final time, before casting the spell on herself and then hacking and coughing. “I want a bath.”
“Yvette, are you--”
“I want a warm, warm bath. And something to scrub an entire layer of skin off!” she said with another shudder. “Also, when you turn all of those over, make sure they wash them again. The spell will remove everything but… well. Just trust me. They won’t be truly cleaned until they’re properly washed.”
“Of course. I’ll find someone to draw you a bath. Are you going to be okay?”
“Yes! Going outside, breathing fresh air!” she yelled after him. She walked through the stony halls, making her way out through the main gate and into the outer courtyard of the keep. They keep itself reminded her of her master’s tower, in a way. Shorter, but far wider. The grounds were surrounded by a stone wall, the gate closed tightly.
The practice yard took up a wide area on the right side of the courtyard, where a handful of older children training with dulled swords while an older man corrected them, sometimes by yelling, other times by striking them with one of the dulled blades.
She sat down on the grass and leaned back, eyeing the sparring practice. In a way, it almost seemed like a rhythmic dance. Strike, parry, dodge. Of course, whenever one of them missed a parry or dodge and got struck by one of the heavy practice blades, she couldn’t help but flinch. While her master was not always the easiest man to deal with, at least he had never required their lessons to involve beatings by older children.
“I thought you’d be retching,” Gervas said, dropping down by her side. She eyed him for a moment. While he wasn’t wearing his armor or carrying most of his weapons, she did note his sword was sheathed at his side.
“It wasn’t that bad. I still feel a little ill, though.”
“A bath is being prepared, you’ll be able to relax soon,” he said before looking her up and down. “Have you done work like that before? Cleaning?”
“Yes. Betan had us practice that spell by making us clean stables. It was very good motivation to get better.”
He gave a light laugh. “That sounds like a good lesson to learn. I had a feeling Betan was one of the good ones.”
“How long have you known him?” Yvette asked.
“Not long. A mutual friend of ours recommended me to him. Someone who was good at dealing with problem children, so to speak,” he said casually.
“I never wanted to be a problem child. I just wanted to be me. He was just so…”
“What?”
“Stubborn. He was such a great, amazing teacher normally. But when it came to this, he wouldn’t even listen to me. I just...” She closed her eyes. “I hoped if I could just get him to listen. If I’d just say the right thing or use the right words. Maybe, just maybe, he’d take me seriously. See how important this all is to me.”
“He never did?”
“Nope. And I kept thinking ‘next time will be different!’ But it never was. No matter what I did, he never saw me as any more than a child. He never believed I was right. That I could possibly be correct about this. I just… I know he worries. I know he’s trying to protect me in his own way. Or was. But all he did was make everything worse. Made it hurt. I just wish he could have looked at me and believed that, maybe, I knew what I was talking about.” She turned her head to look at him. “Why’d you come after me?”
“I was hired to keep you safe.”
“That’s it?”
“I’m very good at my job. I take it very seriously. Though, I’ll be honest. I’ve had your lot try and stab me, kick me, light me on fire, one tried to bury me in zombies and even had one break my arm with her blasted golem. Never had one turn into a moose and run off.”
Her cheeks turned red. “I was a reindeer, NOT a moose. How’d you even find me?”
“A blind man could have followed your trail. Did you really think you were going to out run me?”
“Yes.”
Gervas shook his head. “You left a simple to follow trail, running the way you were. Then you just barreled into the woods. What were you thinking?”
“I was going to hide and rest, so I could recover my magic.”
“Well, that worked well for you, didn’t it?” he asked. “I was ready to tan your hide when I found you. Those idiots were on the verge of doing it for me.”
Guilt fluttered in her stomach. “What happened? What did you do?”
“Spooked them in the middle of their argument. I think they were planning to toss you into a river, one of them wasn’t keen on it, though. They might even be here somewhere.”
She sat up, panic in her voice. “Here? As in HERE here? How do you know? Have you seen them? Are they--”
“Calm down,” he snapped, silencing her. “I said they might be here. I didn’t get a good look at them, I was distracted by you. You were muttering something about… I wanna say goats. Possibly fish, though. You might have been trying to use magic for all I know.”
“I think I kind of remember water. They just ran off?”
“If they hadn’t, they’d likely be dead,” Gervas said, his voice cold as ice. “I never got a good look at their faces.”
“You’d have killed them? It was an accident!”
“You don’t accidentally throw someone into a river to hide their body.”
“But they… oh. Why’d you bring me here? Why not back to Neil?”
“Frankly, I didn’t think you’d survive that long a trip. Most lords have some kind of healer, if not a mage, then someone like Peter. It’s invaluable and they have enough resources to make it worth staying around. Those that don’t hire one usually have at least someone who can deal with more severe injuries. If Peter hadn’t been here, I would have gone back to Neil, but I’d have preferred to avoid that.”
“Why? He seemed nice.”
“Because not a lot of you mages like the notion of magevoid bindings. If he’d known what this thing on my arm was, he’d have likely kicked me out of town the moment we arrived,” Gervas said flatly. “I figured there were good odds there’d be someone here who could help you. The arrows were one thing, but those blows to the head? I can’t deal with things like that. Besides, I didn’t know if you’d survive the trip back to Neil.”
“Thank you. I’m sorry, I just--” Her words were cut off when he rested his hand on her head, patting it softly and drawing a blush from her.
“It’s not your fault. As much as I hate to admit it, it’s mine. If I’d listened to you from the onset, you wouldn’t have felt you had to run. Just promise not to run off like that again.”
“As long as you don’t try to stop me from being a girl, I promise I’ll let you keep protecting me,” she said.
“Deal. Now then. I have one more question for you.” He pointed to the dagger at her belt. “Do you even know how to use that?”
“O-of course I do!” she said, her cheeks tinting red. ‘It’s a dagger. You stab the pointy end into the thing you don’t like and hack at things you need cut. A child could do it.”
“That’s about what I expected.” He got to his feet and held out his hand towards her. “Come on.”
“What?” she asked, slowly taking his hand and letting him haul her to her feet.
“We’re going to be traveling on the road together for… who knows how long. I’m going to teach you how to defend yourself.”
She stared at him. “You want to teach me how to dagger fight?”
“No, defend yourself. I fight, you just survive long enough for me to save you.”
Her eyes narrowed. “You severely underestimate me.”
“You’re a mage. If you were any good at keeping yourselves alive, I would be out of a job.”
Chapter 8
 
 
 
“Come at me. Don’t worry, it’ll be fine,” Gervas said, standing opposite Yvette with a blunted longsword in his hand.
“Are you sure?” she asked nervously. Unlike the blunt sword he was using, she wielded her dagger in her right hand, the tip aimed at him. Even with the padding they both wore, she doubted it would offer much protection against the sharp blade. “What if I hurt you? What if I stab you?”
“I’ve been stabbed before. I find it unlikely you’ll get close enough.”
She nodded and then stepped forward, thrusting the tip at him.
Gervas easily stepped aside from the blow, bringing the edge of his blade against her hand. The dagger dropped from her grasp and, even through the padding, it felt as if her hand had been smashed. She pulled her hand back, clutching it to her chest. “O-ow, you--” She yelped when she found the tip of his blade at her throat.
“Pick it up and try again.”
She whimpered and slowly knelt down to pick up the blade. Again and again she repeated the motion, each time he moved to one side or the other, slapping her hand or knocking the blade away with the flat of his blade.
With every strike, her hand ached more and more, her fingers going numb from the abuse. Her frustration and anger only growing. She wondered if he was doing this on purpose, just another excuse for him to beat her. Her anger finally snapped and she charged in, desperately trying to stab him in the chest. This time, when he deflected, his left hand reached out and grabbed her wrist. “Better.”
“B-better?” she asked, staring at him. “I didn’t come close.”
“The idea wasn’t for you to come close. I have been training since I was a child, if you were able to get even close to me on your first day, there would be no way I would still be alive,” he said with a laugh. “But you were really trying to stab me there, weren’t you?”
Yvette’s cheeks burned and she nodded. “Y-yes. Sorry.”
“Why are you sorry? That’s what I told you to do.”
She stared at him. “You’re mad. Are you trying to die?”
Gervas shook his head. “I am a professional, Yvette.” Her heart jumped and she found herself listening even closer, a warm glow flowing from him using her name. “I’ve been training with weapons since I was a child. I’ve had more weaponmasters than you’ve likely ever seen. I’ve also been dealing with you mages for years and there’s one thing I’ve learned.”
“What’s that?”
“You really tend to not like getting your hands dirty.”
She flushed. “I-I had no problems with cleaning that room. I told you that--”
“Not that kind of dirty,” he said with another laugh. “Dirty as in blood. A dagger is useful for a lot of things, but it’s not the most effective weapon when fighting an armed opponent. Most mages don’t know how to use any weapon, even though most of you carry at least something. A dagger is a good tool, but it takes time to master since it lacks reach. I’m not going to be training you to master it, we don’t have time for that.”
She glared at him. “So this entire exercise was pointless?”
“No. In your case? You have magic. What you want to do is learn how to use a dagger for defense.” He reached down and gripped the dagger, reversing it so the blade pointed down.
“What? But that’s not how you hold a sword!”
“You aren’t using a sword. If someone is using a sword, you do not want to be fighting their way. You will lose. Especially if they have any amount of training.” He wrapped her fingers tightly around the handle, moving it down. She could feel the blunt edge of the blade against her arm. “Hold it like this.”
“How could I cut anyone, then?”
“You’re not trying to cut anyone. If you get the chance? Great. But your goal is to stop them from killing you. Rest the blade against your arm, then stand like this...” he said before moving lower to the ground. “Keep yourself lower to the ground, don’t keep your legs too close together, take wide, long steps when you move. Do not step just backward, step back and to the side, circle around them.”
“You’re teaching me how to run away?” she asked softly.
“Yes. You’re not going to be fighting anyone with that dagger of yours. Your job is to get away. To run. If you back away straight, they’ll be able to just run forward at you. Chances are, they’re faster. If they’re trying to kill you, they’re likely better armed as well. Your only focus needs to be on keeping as much distance between you and them until either they give up, help arrives or you can use your magic to fight back.”
She nodded, looking down at the dagger. “Why even use it, then? Wouldn’t it be better to just run away?”
“Turning your back on someone who’s trying to kill you isn’t a good idea, especially if they’re close enough. Now. You want to watch for anything you can use as a weapon.”
“But I already have a weapon! I--”
“You might not always. Throw chairs, dirt, rocks, anything. Defense. An extra second or two could be all the advantage you need in a desperate situation. Now, sheath your dagger. I’m going to get you a practice weapon.”
“Wait, what? But I thought you wanted me to use this?”
“No, I wanted you to feel how it feels to try and stab someone. It wasn’t easy, was it?”
Her cheeks burned and she lowered her eyes. “I mean… it was...”
“How did it make you feel? Knowing what you had in your hand, knowing what could happen if you had hit me?”
Yvette shuddered. She’d imagined cutting him, knowing that if her blade hit him, there was always the possibility he could die. Even if it was unlikely, the wrong movement could have ended poorly. “It felt scary, I guess. Sorry.”
“Why?”
“Why what?”
“Why are you sorry?”
“It’s a dagger, I’m supposed to try and hurt when I stab with it, aren’t I?”
He chuckled and then reached out, ruffling her hair. “No, Yvette. It’s not easy, for most. I’ve met a few people who can kill without a second thought. Most people don’t realize it, though. They think the moment they get in a real fight, when their life is on the line, that they’ll be able to do it. Then they hesitate and get killed themselves. That’s what I wanted you to see.”
“Oh. How many people have you killed?”
“Don’t know,” he said with a shrug. “More than I’d like, less than I could have.” He tapped her dagger. “Now, put this away. The training we’re going to do is a lot more dangerous with live steel than it would be with practice. Unlikely or not, the last thing I think either of us need is for you to accidentally cut me open.”
“I’d rather not...” she mumbled before sheathing her dagger.
What happened then was one of the most physically exhausting times of her life. Every time she stepped wrong, her stance fell or her grip loosened, he barked out an order. Even through the padding, the dulled blade of his created painful marks across her body.
In the end, she could count the number of times she managed to fully block his sword on one hand, with the majority of her actual blocks resulting in more of a partial hit. She was almost fully soaked in sweat when she finally couldn’t take it any more and fell backwards, collapsing on the ground and panting from exertion. “P-please… I can’t...”
To her surprise, he lowered his blade and, rather than striking her until she got up, he instead held out his hand to help her up. “You did very good, Yvette.”
“I did terribly.”
“It was your first time. Besides, let me tell you one last little secret.”
“What?” she asked before taking his hand and letting him haul her to her feet. She offered him the dagger, her fingers so tired she could barely resist dropping it.
“Most people aren’t very good.”
Her eyes widened. “W-what?”
“Most people aren’t any good at this. They don’t have the time to practice. You’ll meet a few brawlers, some who are okay with a staff. But aside from professionals like myself and those with the wealth to hire good teachers and the time to practice, most can barely do more than, how you put it, stab the pointy end in the thing they don’t like. Most won’t try to pick a fight with a mage, of course. But the more you learn, the better off you’ll be when anyone tries to hurt you.”
She nodded. “You think I’ll get into that much trouble?” she asked softly.
“You’re a mage,” he said, his voice unamused. “You’re guaranteed to be in trouble, one way or another. This is just the basics, anyway. You should be thankful, my first weaponsmaster would work you until you passed out, then toss you in a river so you would wake up and could start over again.”
“Did… did he really?”
Gervas didn’t answer, instead he walked away from her, placing the weapons onto the racks, before removing his padded garments. She felt more frustration when she realized that, while hers were nearly soaked through with sweat, his seemed perfectly dry.
“Don’t heal those bruises.”
“What?” she asked, staring at him.
“Don’t heal those. Focus on them.”
“But why? What do I get out of them?”
“Incentive to get better. Think of it like the stables,” he said with a shrug. “Besides, there’s still a lot more to teach you. You may want to save your magic for that.”
“Fine,” she said with a roll of her eyes before walking towards the keep. She swore, if her bath wasn’t ready, she’d draw one up herself.
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“Goodbye, Tebaud,” Peter said, glaring up at the mage.
“Thank you for your generosity,” Yvette said quickly, ignoring his rudeness. Gervas gave the reins of her horse a little tug and together they began to trot away.
She’d have preferred to have left almost two weeks ago. Unfortunately, Gervas had refused her request, instead forcing her to practice with him. As much as she wanted to ignore him, after her earlier near death experience she had no choice but to acknowledge she did need to learn a bit more before she was out on her own in the wilderness.
It was fairly obvious that their ‘host’ would have taken no greater pleasure than launching her, bodily, out of the keep himself. However, he had instead opted to avoid her as often as possible, even leaving rooms the moment she entered. If it was fear of a curse from her, or angering his lord, she didn’t know.
Once they were off the road, however, she quickly found that Gervas was a taskmaster. Somehow there always seemed to be some work to do, either some chore that magic would be best at repairing, or more practice with her dagger. On top of that, he had begun to teach her a few other skills as well, including how to wield a spear and shoot a bow. He taught her one skill in particular that still made her feel nothing but shame that she hadn’t figured it out on her own.
How to setup her tent. Using his own dagger, he’d shown her how to cut longer sticks to use as supports when there wasn’t something to hang the cotton on itself.
He’d stopped talking down to her as well and, true to his word, had continued to call her Yvette and treat her as a woman. While it felt amazing to, finally, be treated properly and not have her request denied, it also made her heart ache.
Every night she would think back to the years she had spent under Master Betan’s tutelage. Performing any task set before her, struggling to master the foundation of what it was to be a mage. Yet despite all their years together, he’d never called her Yvette. He’d never been willing to accept who she was. He would tolerate it on many days, but he refused to accept who she was. Gervas could, so why couldn’t he?
“Yvette? Are you okay?” Gervas asked.
“Huh? Oh. Just thinking,” she said softly.
“You seem awfully deep in thought to be ‘just thinking’. What’s wrong?”
She gave a soft, gentle sigh. She didn’t want to have another talk about her master. Instead, she looked around for something else to discuss, before an idea popped into her head. “I think I forgot to ask you something.”
“Oh?” he asked.
“I never asked the name of my horse. Where’d you get her from?”
He snorted and shook his head. “No, you didn’t. Now, if you ask her original owner, her name was ‘Mule’.”
Yvette let out a startled shriek when the horse suddenly kicked out.
“She doesn’t like that, though. I’ve taken to calling her Chestnut.”
“As in the tree?”
“Yes. And this mare right here? Her name is Redwood.”
“You named your horses after a tree?” she asked, staring at him. “That’s rude.”
“It’s a tradition where I’m from. To name your mount after what you want them to emulate. I know plenty who have named their horses king or queen, after great rivers, even knew one who named their’s after birds.”
“So you chose trees?”
“I need a mount that will stand firm and refuse to buckle, no matter the danger that lies ahead. One that won’t break and flee at the first sign of danger.” He reached forward and lightly patted his horse’s neck. “Redwood has been with me a few years now. Chestnut is new, though.”
“She is? How’d you get her?”
“My last job. Escorting another mage like you. Now she was a nasty little thing. Remember when I mentioned one broke my arm with her golem? She preferred things that imitated life, rather than actually were alive. Chestnut was a mageborne horse, a horse altered by magic in their growth.”
“A familiar?” Yvette offered.
“I suppose that’s a good way to put it. Her master had bred the horse and shaped it as a gift for her. He was her uncle, wanted to give her something special. She never appreciated her, though. I tanned her hide more than once for it. By the end of the journey, I took the horse as payment after having a few words with her family.”
“What words?”
“They don’t bear repeating. Chestnut is a smart horse, though. Has served me well since I got her, follows instructions. If you take good care of her, she’ll take care of you.”
Yvette nodded, looking down at the horse. Nervously, she stroked a hand down Chestnut’s mane, making her shake her head.
“She only lets girls ride her, too.”
Yvette’s quickly looked to him, feeling excitement bubble inside her. “Really?”
“No. But it felt like something I should say here. At least you’re smiling now.”
Her smile quickly turned to a frown and she looked ahead. “You’re cruel.”
“No, I’m Gervas.”
Try as she might, she couldn’t keep the frown on her face for long after that response, having to quickly cover her mouth to stifle the giggles. “That was terrible!”
She noticed his head glance towards her for a moment, but then he turned back towards the road a moment later.
She tried not to think about why or what he was thinking. For now, she only put her mind to the task ahead. He was aiding her more than he realized.
Because now that they were on the road again, they likely wouldn’t stop until they finally arrived at the vault. After that, she would likely never see him again. She wondered what he would tell Betan. That she had tricked him? Would he call her Yvette again, or return to calling her Tebaud?
Would Gervas forgive her for lying and deceiving him? Would he at least try to understand why she had to?
Chapter 10
 
 
 
“It’s not much, but it’ll do,” Gervas said with a light chuckle, motioning ahead. “I bet you can’t wait to get out of that saddle.”
“Nothing would bring me more pleasure,” she said with a light groan, shifting in the saddle and trying to ignore her saddle sores. Their pace had been slow but steady, often stopping at different towns and holdings, begging shelter and sustenance for the night. Her position as a mage, fortunately, meant they were often almost giddy to offer it, merely asking for minor favors in return.
She had begun to adapt to her time in the saddle, but her body still felt achy and sore after each ride. While her magic could work to relieve some of the pain, it couldn’t entirely remove it and the very next day, they would be off again to add new sores to her body.
It didn’t help that before the sun set each day, he would take her aside and once again train her how to defend herself. He’d since expanded her training to include ‘using the terrain to her advantage’. She did particularly enjoy that one. Once she discovered she could use anything as a weapon, she’d taken him by surprise by throwing a bucket at his head. The thought brought a small smile to her lips.
More importantly, he had been keeping his word. He hadn’t called her Tebaud or ‘corrected’ anyone who’d called her a woman. There had been a few who had mistaken her for a boy, but she had quickly corrected them and, if nothing else, her status as a mage had stopped them from pressing the issue.
In the end, despite the soreness and aches she went to bed with each night, she had slept better than she ever had before. The town ahead was far larger than any of the ones they had visited so far, just shy of being a city, built alongside a river that flowed out from the forest. Multiple dirt roads entered the town from all sides. Only a little further out, at the very top of a hill, stood a great walled off structure overlooking the town. However, more beautiful than the town itself was what she could see far off in the distance. A volcano towering high into the heavens.
The Vault of Mirrored Dreams. The birthplace of magic.
It would be days before they arrived, and she had no idea how long until she’d be able to enact her plan. But her goal was in sight. There were no more towns or keeps after this, at most a few waypoints, if even those. Despite how sore she felt, a part of her wanted to run through the night and not stop until they made it to the vault.
A futile gesture that would only draw questioning eyes to her due to her rush and, even if it did look so close, it would take her days to get there. She reminded herself she had to be patient. She was almost there. She gave the occasional nod when she passed the citizens of the small town on the street, though they barely looked at her or gave her a small nod as greeting. She imagined that, unlike many of the towns they had passed on the way, this town probably had dozens of mage come through it a year. On top of that, she imagined that some of the mages from the vault came down from time to time to render aid as needed.
“Should we go to the inn or the keep?” she asked, glancing back at him.
“Keep. They are the lord of this domain, after all.”
She gave a nod and, slowly, tugged gently on the reins to guide the horse through the town and up to the walled off structure. Her body screamed out in objection to even more riding added on to what they already had done, but she tuned it out. “Just a little bit more...” she whispered.
“What?”
“Nothing.”
When that last, merciful step was taken and she pulled lightly on the reins for her horse to stop, she took a moment to calm herself. Taking a few slow, steady breaths, she began to dismount, pulling her right leg out of the stirrup and swinging it behind the horse before pulling her left foot out and dropping to the ground. She had to hold onto the saddle to avoid falling to her knees, but she’d managed it. “O-ow...” she whispered.
“You’re getting a lot better,” Gervas said before he swung both feet out and slid down in a single, fluid motion. She couldn’t help but feel annoyed at how easy he made it look, even with the heavy armor of his.
“I’ve gotten enough practice, I’d hope I’d be better at it by now,” she said firmly, before walking to the main gate. Before she got close enough, however, a smaller door in the main gate swung open.
A young, clean shaven man in a simple tunic and stockings stepped. “Young journeyman mage, her Ladyship Isouda, welcomes you and your retainer to her manor,” he said before giving a polite bow. “Please come inside, I will tend to your horses.”
“Just watch them for the moment,” Gervas told the man. “We’ll be returning to town shortly for some supplies.” He then walked inside, motioning for Yvette to follow him.
Yvette nodded, following him inside. To her surprise, while the surrounding wall was stone, a towering wooden manor rested inside. The front courtyard had a small, stone path leading from the main gate to the entrance of the manor. A beautiful fountain stood in the middle of the courtyard, the path splitting around it. Surrounding the path was the most exquisite and breathtaking garden she’d ever seen, flowers and trees in different shades of red, pink and blue. “T-this is… is beautiful...” she said, stopping a few feet inside. Even the interior walls had been decorated, with creeping vines snaking their way up the stone, with red flowers to add to the beauty.
“I am thankful you think so,” a voice said, drawing her gaze.
Yvette stared and her mouth fell open. As beautiful as the garden was, the lady walking towards them was even more. She wore a golden dress that seemed to flow around her like water, glimmering in the sunlight as if it was made of dusted jewels. Her hair cascaded down to her shoulders, flowing brown locks that seemed to bounce and flow with every step. Her eyes sparkled nearly as much as her dress.
“A pleasure to meet with you, young journeyman,” she said, stepping forward. When she moved, she didn’t so much walk as seem to flow, each step careful, precise and graceful. Yvette just stared for a few moments, her mouth dry. She felt a light pain in her heart. Jealousy. This was the kind of woman she wished she could be. Every movement filled with a powerful radiance. “I am Lady Isouda, welcome to my humble family home.”
“It’s… beautiful,” Yvette managed to choke out, staring at her. “The garden is breathtaking.”
“Of course. This garden has been maintained for the last three generations of my family, ever since my grandmother inherited what was once a decrepit keep.” She stopped in front of Yvette, gazing down at her with eyes that seemed to pierce through the young mage. “My family has always taken great pride in surrounding ourselves with only the most breathtaking and exotic things.” She motioned towards the right. “I’m sure you would be honored to gaze upon our silver lotus, it is one of the few remaining specimens in the world.”
“A… a silver lotus?” Yvette asked, her eyes widening.
“Indeed. I’m sure you can appreciate how...” She stopped, staring at Yvette. She looked her up and down, making the mage take a small step back. “You are not from the vault, are you? No. I’d recognize you. A shame, we haven’t had a visitor from there in weeks. Wait one moment...”
“Uhhhh...”
“Are you a boy?” Isouda asked.
“W-w-what? N-no! I’m Yvette, I’m a girl! I--”
“Oh my! You ARE a boy! Your robes did have me confused for a moment. But that voice alone. How absolutely eccentric!”
“I’m a girl!” Yvette said, her face burning. The envy quickly began to shift to anger and hurt at those words. “W-what’s wrong with my voice? I-I work really hard on it!” She noticed Gervas tense up out of the corner of her eye, though he didn’t say anything.
“Oh, of course you do,” the woman said with another laugh, covering up her mouth with a hand. “How strange! A boy pretending to be a girl! Or is that a spell?”
Yvette stared at the woman, her fists clenched so tightly the nails were digging into her palm, her jealousy gone. “It’s not a spell! I am a girl! I’m not a boy!”
“Well, you’re either a pretty enough boy or certainly the ugliest girl I’ve ever seen,” she said with another laugh. “How absolutely--”
“Enough!” Gervas yelled, making both women recoil. He stepped between the two and turned his gaze on Isouda. “We appreciate your hospitality but we will not be partaking of it this evening. Or ever.”
Isouda’s eyes narrowed. “Don’t you speak to me like that, servant. I was speaking to your--”
“We will not be staying,” he said, his voice cold as ice. “We have no need for the hospitality of a woman with such failing sight that she can’t see the girl standing inches from her. Nor do we have any desire to associate with any creature so foul as to mock a well respected mage.” He leaned in and, despite almost whispering the words, the courtyard had gone so quiet and his voice held such power that they couldn’t help but hear them. “And we will make sure to spread the word of your hospitality, my lady.” He then turned and grabbed Yvette’s hand, dragging her out the way they had come.
“W-wait!” Isouda yelled, racing after them. “I--” Her words were cut off when Gervas grabbed the door and slammed it shut in her face.
“G-Gervas… I...” Yvette said, her mind a swirl of thoughts and emotions.
“We’re going to the inn.” He turned his eyes towards their mounts and the stunned servant holding their reins.
“I--”
“We’re going to the inn. Now.”
She nodded numbly, letting him help her into the saddle and lead her back to the town. He only stopped a moment when he found a place he found satisfactory, helping her off the horse this time before pulling her inside. Before she knew it, she found herself walking into a small, but comfortable room with a pair of beds. It was only then that Gervas stopped and glanced back at her. “Yvette, are you okay?”
She stared at him. She could barely think. Finally, she said the only thing that come to mind. “What’s wrong with my voice? Am I… am I really that ugly?” she whispered.
“Your voice is fine,” Gervas said, shaking his head. “It’s a little deeper but it’s hardly noticeable. And you are not. You’re just different. She had no right to talk to you like that and I’d put everything she said out of your head. She was--”
His words were cut off when Yvette stepped forward and hugged him around the chest. She couldn’t stop it any more. All of the emotions rose up like a hurricane and her tears began to fall like rain.
“Hey! Don’t cry! It’s okay. She was just… trying to… it’s okay. Just please stop crying.” he muttered, nervously reaching up and patting her on the head. “She’s not worth getting sad over.”
“I-I’m not… I’m not sad.” she whispered. It was a lie, she knew. A small part of her was sad, hurt and angry at the woman. However, there was one emotion that she couldn’t deny. “I’m happy.”
“Why would you be happy?”
“No one has ever s-stood up for me like that,” she whispered, not even minding that the links of his chainmail dug into her face. “N-no one has ever defended me a-and and said they were wrong. S-said I was… I was… that I was a girl and… and… I just… I… I’m sorry. I just...”
The tears blinded her but, after a few moments she felt his arms wrap around her. “It’s okay...” he whispered. “It’s okay. You’re a girl. Okay? She was just a terrible person. Trust me. I’ve seen her kind before. All smiles and pleasant when they think you can help them. But every word a viper ready to strike and make you bleed. If it hadn’t been for that, she would have found something else. She was just looking for some way to hurt and manipulate you.”
“Really?” she asked, her voice soft and pleading.
“Really. She probably didn’t even think you were a boy. She probably was looking for some way to attack you and get under your guard. It’s okay.”
“T-thank you,” she whispered, shivering when she felt his hand begin to gently stroke through her hair. “I’m… I’m sorry we didn’t get to stay… there tonight. I...”
“No. It’s not your fault. I swear. It’s not your fault. Okay?”
“Okay,” she mumbled, shaking her head. She still felt guilt flowing through her. She’d seen him turn over coin for this room, coin he wouldn’t have had to spend if she’d just accepted it and moved on. “I’m sorry. If I was just… if I was just normal and not--”
“That doesn’t matter,” he said, before reaching down and gripping her shoulders. He pushed her off him, holding her away from him. “Look me in the eye.”
“I… I just--”
“Look me in the eye. Now.”
She raised her eyes, blinking blearily a few times to try and clear the tears. She stared up at him. “Y-yes?”
“This is not your fault. You’re not hurting anyone. You just want to be a-- you just are a girl. If she can’t see that, that’s her fault. Not yours. And so what if you’re not normal? You are what you are. No one has any right to force you to be something you’re not. It affects nobody but you. Understand?”
She stared up at him, fresh tears building up in her eyes. “Really?” she asked.
“Really. Now. Say it’s not your fault.”
“But--”
“Say it.”
She gulped and then, softly, she closed her eyes. “It’s… not my fault.”
“Louder.”
“It’s not my fault.”
“Good.” He let her shoulders go and she stumbled back, barely catching herself. “We’re leaving tomorrow. We’re not likely to get a bath today, so you’ll need to use your spell.”
“Okay...” she whispered, staring up at him still. “I can use it on you, too, if you like. Since it’s my fault we’re stuck here.”
He nodded. “I’d appreciate that. Thank you. But just worry about yourself for now. I’m going to go get us something to eat.”
She nodded numbly, watching him walk out the door. Once she was alone, she slowly sat on the bed and began to cast her spell, not focusing while she cleansed the tears, sweat and dust from the day’s ordeals from her body and clothes. Once she finished, she collapsed on the bed and stared up at the roof.
“Hello, my name is Yvette,” she whispered, lifting a hand up to her throat. “My name is Yvette. I am Lady Yvette. I am a… a...” she choked on the words, lowering her eyes. “I am Lady Yvette.” She thought she had figured it out. It had taken a lot of practice, but she’d had the advantage of being able to transform into a full girl and try to simulate what she heard then. She thought she had gotten it right, but now her thoughts were plagued with doubts.
What if she had a terrible voice for a girl? What if that was giving her away? What if that was why people were thinking she was a boy? She quivered and slowly pulled the blanket around herself, closing her eyes.
She wished there was a spell that would tell her just how ‘girl’ she appeared. Something that told her what she had to work on. What she had to fix. Such a spell would be possible, she suspected. But she couldn’t even begin to guess how it would be created. Half the time she didn’t feel she knew herself what made her appear as ‘girl’ or ‘boy’.
Why was it that sometimes she seemed to be completely okay? Other times she just got strange stares and everyone seemed to be judging her, even if they didn’t say anything? What was she doing wrong? What was she doing right?
Why did it all have to be so hard? Why did everyone have to care so much what she did? She gripped the pillow and held it over her face, screaming into it. Why did it all have to be so frustrating? Why couldn’t people accept who she was? Treat her the way she wanted to be treated? She wanted all of the good and the bad that came with it, she didn’t want anything special or unique. She just wanted to be herself.
She paused and then slowly took the pillow off her face, before leaning forward and glancing towards the door. There was at least one person who cared about her. Who was willing to stand up for her and help her be herself. Even if it meant yelling at other people to protect her. Someone who accepted her.
Even if he was a bit harsh sometimes, or yelled at her when she messed up one of her strikes. Or teased her for all the stuff she didn’t know about camping. He also praised her when she was successful, when she did things right. He told her it was okay she was like this, that she was different from everyone else. That she wanted to be something that most people wouldn’t even try to understand.
She felt guilt well up inside her stomach. He was the first person to believe in her and she was lying to him. Dragging him to the vault with her. She couldn’t even dare tell him why she was going there. Because even if she wasn’t hurting anyone, what she was trying to do was incredibly dangerous. If anyone found out before she was finished, there was no way she would be able to succeed.
She gave a soft sigh, reached into her bag and pulled out the pair of books with an identical paw print on the cover.
She looked between the two of them, before placing the more heavily damaged one in front of herself. She ran her fingers across the cover and lightly whispered. “Reveal.”
A moment later, she opened the book. The ink swirled along the pages, the heavily damaged and old pages becoming new again. After a few moments the ink settled to words in her handwriting. She pulled a quill and inkwell from her bag, placing them slowly on the bed.
This tome held all of her notes that she had spent years gathering. Every story and myth she’d studied held little secrets that might one day help her become herself. Every trick she learned to help herself feel, look and act like a girl. Things she noticed other girls do that seemed to make them appear normal.
If her master ever found out what she’d had planned, he’d have destroyed this book and never let her know half the things she’d questioned him on. Sometimes she’d have to spend days planning the correct question to ask so he wouldn’t know why she asked it. But in the end, she had managed to gather just enough information to know where she had to go next.
She gently placed her left hand against her bracer, the dots forming to a pattern she was all too familiar with, before casting the spell.
It was always such a simple spell. Or rather, the effects were minor. It only shifted her body in a few minor ways, her hair didn’t even change.
But when she laid back down, she was a girl. She was RIGHT. Even if it would only last for a few hours, it was worth it to be herself.
All of that stress, that fear, that worry, that uncomfortable nagging feeling that pressed in against her everywhere she went was gone. It was like having a great weight that she had been carrying around her whole life suddenly being removed. A nagging pain that was always there finally being cured. She was herself. She was fully Yvette.
While there were things she could do to dampen the pain, wearing girl clothes, being called Yvette. Being herself, this was the only true cure.
No matter how hard she tried, she could only dampen the feeling, not remove it, except when she cast this spell. She lifted a hand to her chest and rested it there, feeling her beating heart. “This is why I do it...” she whispered. “Just imagine. One day, you’ll be like this forever. No one will tell. No one will know. And even if they do know, who cares? You’ll be yourself...” she whispered gently. “Even if you have to fight the whole world to be you, what does it matter? Even if it means you’re alone forever. Even if you lose everyone. You’ll be you.” She wished she didn’t have to risk so much. But the thought of going back to how things had been, to just ‘accepting’ who she had been, hurt so, so much worse.
She slowly sat up and started writing in her book once again. Just a few, small notes. Reminders of who she was, what she was. To help herself remember this feeling, even when things got worse or she was hurt. The alternative was going back to pretending to be a guy. Pretending to be happy when everything hurt or felt wrong, just to keep everyone else around her happy. Why did she have to be miserable to make all of them happy?
Frustration bubbled up within herself and she wrote on the bottom of the page. ‘If they can’t accept me trying to be myself, they don’t deserve to be a part of my life.’
She gave a soft sigh and stared at the page, waiting for the ink to dry.
Despite what she told herself, though, she knew it wasn’t that easy. She could feel it in her heart. She craved their acceptance. The feelings she’d had when Gervas said it was okay, when he’d defended her. As good as it had felt to be herself, it was always a fight, she always had to struggle for every token offering of acceptance she received. To have someone besides her, defending her. To, for once, not have to fight a seemingly endless battle, had meant so much more to her than she could ever explain.
She would do this alone if she had to. But if she could have just one person who would stand by her side and help her, it was something she’d never want to give up.
She gently ran her fingers along the page, her heart aching at the thought of what she would have to give up. She’d likely only ever get one chance to get the spell.
“It’s not fair...” she whispered. She couldn’t tell him, she couldn’t risk him trying to stop her. She had to remind herself that, even though he was acting supportive of her now, he had tried so hard to force her to be Tebaud.
If he knew what she had planned, there was no way he would ever allow her to go through with it. He would stop her, by force if need be. She slammed the book shut and slid it into her bag, the duplicate following suit.
She’d sacrifice everything she had if it meant she could finally be herself. Even if it meant fighting the whole world. She laid down on the bed one last time, closing her eyes and pulling the blanket over her tired body.
For the first time in a long time, she allowed herself to sleep as herself. Happy and relaxed.
Chapter 11
 
 
 
A heavy pounding on the door woke Yvette, making her eyes open. “Huh?” She froze when she saw Gervas sitting on the bed across from her, eyeing her with a look she couldn’t identify. She suspected anger.
He quickly looked away, turning his gaze towards the door, moments before more heavy knocking was heard. “You sleep okay?” he asked.
“Y-yes,” she whispered. She looked down at herself and, to her disappointment, realized her spell had ended. “Sorry. Who’s at the door?”
“I’m not sure,” he mumbled before getting to his feet. She couldn’t help but notice when he walked to the door, that he was resting his hand on the hilt of his sword. He pulled it open a crack and peered out. “Who’s there?”
There was a light coughing from the other side, before a voice spoke up. “Err, my lord. I am here at the behest of Lady Isouda to--”
Gervas didn’t let the man finish before slamming the door shut once again. The pounding soon began again, but he ignored it.
“Maybe we should see what he wants,” Yvette said, staring at the door.
“Do you really want to go back there and talk with her?”
She imagined going back to the woman and risking another confrontation. Being told she wasn’t a good enough. How ugly a woman she was. How her voice wasn’t right. Her stomach clenched up into a knot at the idea. “I… mean… not really...”
“Then we have no reason to,” he said firmly. “You told her you were a girl, she decided to insult you. Besides, I don’t trust people who use enchantments like that.”
“Enchantments?” she asked softly. “The garden?”
He eyed her for a moment. “That ring on her finger. Didn’t you notice it?”
She flushed and shook her head.
“You’re a mage, how could you not notice such a simple spell?”
Her cheeks burned. “The entire garden was magical in a way.”
Gervas rolled his eyes. “It was a dazzling spell, a simple illusion.”
“Dazzling? All that does is draw attention...”
“Yes, it does. That was just the spell I could identify. People who use magic like that tend to use a lot of other magic, too. They have an image to maintain. And they put in a lot of effort to--”
“Do you always judge people like that?” Yvette asked, her eyes narrowing on him.
“I’ve been dealing with people for years. Mages, nobles, captains, all sorts. There are people who draw your gaze because they just do. They’re competent, powerful, they know what they’re doing. Then there are people who use magic to make up for what they lack. I don’t trust anyone who has to use magic for something as small as making sure eyes are drawn to them.”
“I… guess you’re right,” she said softly, lowering her own eyes. The woman had been beautiful, though. She couldn’t imagine it was just the magic drawing her gaze. She had moved with such grace, everything about her had radiated a femininity that she could only hope she would one day have. “She was… beautiful… though. Wasn’t she? Isn’t that the kind of woman that a woman should want to be?” she asked gently.
“Is that who you want to be?” he asked, his voice turning cold. “Is all that matters to you that you ‘look’ pretty?”
“I’m… sure there’s more to her than--”
“Is there any more to her than that, That you know?”
She shook her head. “W-well, no, but--”
“Then I’d ask yourself what kind of person you want to be. Yvette, allow me to be perfectly clear. I’ve been around a lot of mages over the years. I’ve fought plenty, protected others and worked by them.” He then laid back, ignoring the pounding on the door. “I’ve met even more women. Appearance can only tell you so much.”
“Well, I mean--”
“If you want to be a woman, is that the kind of woman you want to be like?”
“I think I--”
“Do you want to be the kind of woman who says those things to others? Who insults them within a few seconds of meeting them?”
She flushed and lowered her gaze. Just imagining those words made her heart tighten. Slowly, she shook her head. “No...”
“Good. There are plenty of beautiful women you’ll meet in your life, Yvette. Try mimicking one of the ones who are worth it.” He crossed his arms behind his head and glanced over. “This goes for being a mage, too.”
“What?”
“There’s a lot of mages who think their magic means the world owes them. Ones who believe they can and should decide everything that happens. Ones who’ve decided they only know best because of the power they have.”
She stared at him for a moment before nodding. “Like… Master Betan… thinking I could just be fixed?” she asked softly.
“Exactly. You’ve got to decide who exactly you’re going to be. Both as a woman and as a mage. So when you start idolizing people, I’d make sure that they really are the kind of people you should be idolizing.”
She nodded and laid back, staring up at the roof.
“Besides, when you were transformed you didn’t look anything like her.”
“WHAT?!” she shrieked. “You were staring at me while I was asleep?!”
“I glanced over,” he said with a shrug. “You seemed off, I wasn’t sure why.”
“It was… just a simple spell. It just made me fully a… it...”
“You weren’t that much different than you are now,” he said.
She felt her heart sink. Did she really look that bad when she transformed? She’d always thought she looked prettier as a full girl. “I looked that bad?”
“No, you were very pretty. Far prettier than Lady Isouda, if that’s what you’re worried about. But you’re always a much prettier girl when you’re happy.”
Her cheeks burned and she rolled over, putting her back to him. She was pretty sure he was messing with her, or at the most just trying to appease her so she didn’t feel bad. She could never imagine herself looking anywhere near as breathtaking as Isouda had been.
But hearing him say that didn’t make it feel any less good. Even if it was empty compliments she knew he didn’t believe, hearing such things said about her for the first time in her life made her heart soar.
“I always thought I’d try to be like Master Betan. But, um, a girl,” she said softly.
“Oh?”
“He’s a great master. I’ve always been very thankful he was my master.”
“Have you ever met another master to compare him to?”
“W-well, no, not really. I mean, I’ve met some, but not really ever talked to them. But… but he’s always been really kind to me. He’s… while he doesn’t want me to be like… this, other than that he’s been nice.”
Gervas nodded. “I’ve heard good things about him. It's why I took on the job.”
“Exactly. Even when people came in the dead of night for aid, he never turned them away when they needed it.”
“That’s pretty rare, at least,” Gervas said softly. “I’ve known more than a few mages who let people die because they didn’t want to be disturbed in the night. There are definitely worse people you could emulate.”
“Do you think it’s weird to emulate a man, when I want to be a girl?” she asked gently.
“No weirder than anything else you do...” he muttered. “Besides, there’s more than a few woman I’ve admired and looked up to. He’s not the only mage who’s good like that, I’m sure you’ll eventually meet a female one as well.”
“I hope so...” she whispered. “Ermina wanted to be like him too. She was a girl.”
“You don’t need to defend yourself to me.”
“But--”
“I’m not going to demand you stop trying to be a girl just because you admire your teacher. If it makes you happy, I don’t really care, so long as you act like a proper, responsible mage.”
“Really?”
“It’s none of my business what you wear or act like. You’re hardly the strangest mage I’ve ever met Te--”
She tensed up, her breath catching.
“Yvette. Sorry,” he corrected himself quickly.
She stared at the wall for a few moments before shaking her head. As much as she wanted to yell at him for it, he was making an effort to call her by the correct name. She paused when the pounding on the door finally stopped. “I think he’s given up.”
“Good. You should eat something. Tomorrow is going to be a big day.”
She nodded and started to sit up, before pausing. She eyed him and then glanced to the bowl. Once they arrived at the vault, he would likely never forgive what she was going to try and do. She might never see him again. There was no telling how long before she’d meet another person who would at least try to treat her this well, or if anyone else ever would. As excited as she was to continue on and get to the vault, she knew it was only going to be the first step in a very long and dangerous journey.
Was it so wrong to want a few happy memories before then? “Can we stay in town for a few days?”
“What?”
“It’s part of my duty to help the towns we pass through, correct?” she asked, keeping her eyes down. “I’m sure most mages only stay the one night, considering how close the vault is. I’m sure there are plenty of tasks they need a mage for. Besides, I’m traveling. If I don’t stop and help places when I get to them, why travel to begin with?”
“That sounds fine. You’re not trying to look for another excuse to visit that woman again, are you?” he asked, his voice filled with suspicion.
“Of course not! You’re right. I just… you asked what kind of woman I want to be. I want to be the kind of woman who, whenever she goes someplace, she leaves it a better place than when she arrived.”
“Then you’ll wind up a fine mage. However, on that note of becoming things.”
“Yes?”
He pointed towards a small bowl resting on the desk. “I got you a bowl of stew. Eat it before it becomes too cold.”
She nodded and climbed out of the bed, walking to the bowl. She scooped it up before making her way back to the bed. She couldn’t identify what kind of meat was in it and it was cold, but she didn’t let that stop her from filling her stomach.
A few days in the village wouldn’t be so bad, it would give her the opportunity to enjoy having someone who supported her for a change. Her heart ached knowing that once they were finished with the vault, she’d likely never have that again.
Chapter 12
 
 
 
Yvette’s words were soft, her right hand slowly swirling through the air. The spell was simple, if boring. It was one of the most basic spells of necromancy. Accelerating the death and decay of things in the soil, either former plants, buried waste and the remains of animals that had been butchered, to spread the nutrients throughout the ground for new life and plants to grow.
Spreading the nutrients over a field was slow, tedious work, but the spell itself was incredibly simple and didn’t use much energy. It was one of the first spells her master had ensured all of his students learned, ensuring that the farmers of their village would always have good, healthy soil to grow their crops.
It always struck her as amazing how many mages had visited their tower and wondered why the food there was so good. In the end, it was just a few hours of work a few times throughout the year, to ensure that the plants would have all they needed. The rewards were well worth it.
Yet her time with Gervas made other memories rise to the surface as well. She remembered how many mages had scoffed at the idea of using their magic for something so simple. Betan had always left it at that, but now she wondered why. She’d been a mere apprentice then, she hadn’t ever dared to question the other masters for thinking in such a way. But Betan had always let it go without any kind of argument.
If he let something like that go, why couldn’t he let the fact she wanted to be a girl go? Why was that the argument he had to have? Revitalizing the soil was something that benefited everyone, her being a girl hurt no one. So why was the second the subject he decided to argue and fight over?
Satisfied with the state of the fields, she lifted a hand up and wiped the sweat from her brow. “Done!” she called back before turning and walking back towards Gervas. The other fields had already been finished, she could see the farmers tending to their crops. Before long, she knew they would be working on these as well. She couldn’t imagine how it had to feel to wake up every morning and work the lands like they did. She’d watched the farmers work more than a few times back home and felt exhausted just imagining it.
Gervas chuckled and reached out, patting her on the head. “Good job, Yvette. I’m surprised you know such a useful spell. Here I thought all you could do was turn into a moose.”
“It was NOT a moose!” she said quickly, glaring up at him, though internally she couldn’t help but enjoy the head pats. She’d NEVER gotten a ‘good job, Yvette’ from her master. It had always been towards Tebaud.
“Close enough.”
“It’s really not. What’s next?”
“Are you sure you don’t want a break?” he asked. “You shouldn’t wear yourself out. The last thing I want to have to do is head back to the inn and have to bring Chestnut because you overworked yourself.”
“No! I’m fine!” she said quickly. A part of her did want a break. But another part of her wanted to keep working. The work she was doing was helpful, more importantly, she felt it was being appreciated. That she, as Yvette, was being appreciated. It filled her with a warm, happy glow.
Galloping hooves drew her attention and she felt her heart begin to race. Instinctively she moved slightly behind Gervas and, to her surprise, he moved between her and the rider.
“Lady Yvette!” the rider yelled moments before the horse came to a stop, skidding slightly in the dirt. “Please, come to the manor immediately, your aid is required.”
Yvette gulped. “I will not. Lady Isouda knows that--”
“Please, there’s been an accident. We require a healer or Ferant won’t last to see the sunset! He fell down the stairs and has been wounded.”
Her eyes widened and she looked to Gervas. “I have to--”
“Go, yes!” he said. “Take her there, immediately. I will meet you there! Go!”
Yvette nodded and stepped towards the horse, letting the pair help her up behind the man before the horse began to gallop towards the walled off manor.
 
------
 
There was so much blood. When she’d first seen the wounded man, she’d thought he had to already be dead. A knife lay lodged in his abdomen. He was unconscious, which was likely a mercy, though his skin was so pale he looked almost like a spirit. His body had been laid out on top of a small table.
She felt she should have been horrified, but all she felt was disgust. When she’d arrived, she’d seen three servants cleaning the area where the man had landed. Yet nobody was with him. Once he’d been moved onto the table, no one had stayed by his side.
“I can’t imagine what happened,” Isouda said before motioning to the wounded man. “I heard a loud thump and when I went to check on it, there he was, resting at the bottom of the steps, impaled on his own knife! He must have tripped. Thank the Boar the floor was hardwood or the blood would have been impossible to remove.”
Yvette moved besides the man, casting a quick spell to cleanse her hands. She then reached down with her right hand, placing it against the wounded stomach. Her left hand touched her bracer before dozens of little dots formed across it. A moment later, her magic flowed into the wound and the bleeding stopped.
To her relief, despite how it looked, there wasn’t nearly as much blood spilled as she’d feared. The wound had bled slowly, which was the only reason he was still alive.
“I know how difficult all of this must be for you, especially with a mage so young,” Isouda said, standing in the entrance of the room. “I’ve already had a room prepared for you to recover.”
She blinked a few times and shook her head, ignoring the woman. For now, she needed to focus on her patient. Even if he was lucky to still be alive, that didn’t necessarily mean he’d survive. The knife had managed to avoid anything fatal, though her magic allowed her to feel just how deep it was. It had to be removed if she was going to save this man.
But she didn’t dare pull it out. The bleeding would start again. She placed both hands to the mans chest. “Come on, Ferant...” she whispered. “Isouda! I need you to help me. Hold the knife steady. Don’t let it shake.”
The woman stared, her face turning pale. “W-what? You want me to… to touch it? I can’t! There’s blood everywhere.”
Yvette turned and stared at the woman, her mouth falling open. “W-what?”
“My dress is a--”
“Your DRESS?!” she yelled, barely resisting the urge to throw something at the woman. She heard a heavy pounding from outside a moment later.
Isouda frowned and glanced out of the room. “Who would come here now? I ordered them not to let anyone inside until this ordeal was dealt with. Will someone--” Yvette flinched when suddenly she heard the sound of splintering wood and a chunk of floor fly by the older woman’s head. Isouda shrieked and turned towards the door. “W-what in the heavens are--”
“Yvette!” Gervas’ voice roared.
“In here! I need your help!”
Gervas came racing into the room and she couldn’t help but stare for a moment. His armor was on fully, even his helmet over his head. He carried a spear in his right hand, shield in his left and his eyes blazed with an angry fury. However, when he saw her, she could see the relief in his eyes. He rested his spear and shield against the wall, tossed off his gloves and moved across from her. “What do you need me to do?”
“Give me your hands,” she said quickly. Once he held them out, she quickly cast her cleansing spell on them, touching them for a moment with her left hand. “Hold the knife. Don’t pull it out, but hold it steady. It’ll start to push out, when it does, let it. But do NOT let it wiggle from side to side. Okay?”
“Okay,” he said, both hands moving to, very gently, hold the knife.
She then gulped and began.
She’d performed healing magic plenty of times in her life. Her master had had them knit bone and close wounds until he was certain they had it right, beginning with hurt animals before moving onto people.
But that was different. Master Betan wasn’t here to watch over her this time. If she messed up, there wouldn’t be any second chances. She wasn’t even sure she could save this man, the wound was severe enough on its own, but there was other damage across the servant’s body. Falling down the stairs hadn’t been easy on him.
She drove those thoughts from her mind and slowly began to knit the wound with her magic. Very, very slowly she reached into the man’s body, her magic willing the healing process to accelerate. Willing the wound to push the dagger back out. Drawing from both her magic and the man’s own energy reserves, she felt the wound began to heal around the knife and every so slowly push the offending piece of metal out.
Just a fraction at first, but slowly it began to rise from the wound by her magic. The knife itself would have been moving from side to side, but Gervas held it steady, slowly drawing it from the wound. “Don’t pull,” she whispered, afraid to speak louder and risk her concentration. “Let it come out slowly.”
“I know.”
With a soft, squishing sound the knife was finally removed from the man, the wound closing up behind him. She let out a sigh of relief, eternally thankful that Gervas was here. The knife was placed, slowly, onto the table. “You did it,” Gervas whispered.
“Not yet,” she said before looking up at Ferant’s face. She cleaned the blood from her hands before placing them against his forehead. She let out a soft, gentle whimper. There had definitely been some damage there. Worse, unlike the knife wound, she’d never healed wounds like these. She’d read about them, but never healed one herself. Even Betan had been wary of treating such wounds and always advised her to find a mage who specialized in such healing magic, if it was an option.
But that wasn’t an option now.
She whispered the spell as softly as she could, slowly working to undo the damage, reversing it. Returning what was lost and damaged to how it had been. It wasn’t perfect. It wouldn’t undo all damage. It might not undo any damage.
But the alternative was letting him die.
“Yvette?” Gervas whispered. “Are you okay?”
“Don’t talk,” she said, focusing on undoing the damage she could. Repairing and healing what she couldn’t undo. She didn’t know how long she’d been standing there but, when she finally pulled back, her body was caked in sweat. She was so exhausted her legs finally gave out, dropping her to the ground.
She sat on the ground and stared up at Gervas. “I… I don’t know if I did it. I don’t know if I stopped it in time. I don’t… I’m not a healer. I know a few simple spells, but I’m not… I can’t… I… I tried my hardest. I don’t know if I--”
“You’re fine,” Gervas said, moving down by her side, kneeling down and patting her head. “You’re fine. You did your best, that’s all anyone can ask. Do you need anything?”
“Some water. I think I need some water.”
“I’ll get you some water,” he said firmly, before getting to his feet and his gaze turned, coldly, to Isouda. “We’re going to have a talk, all three of us.”
Yvette knelt there, unmoving until she felt Gervas return to her side, slowly pushing a waterskin to her lips. “Drink,” he said. She did so, feeling the cold rush through her.
She felt hollow and empty, as if she had given up a large piece of herself in her attempts. Her mind was clouded and she could barely think when he started to lift her to her feet. It was only thanks to him supporting her that she was able to stand at all.
“He needs warm. He needs to be warm. Blankets. And… and near a fire. He can be moved now,” she said softly, giving Ferant another nervous glance. He was still breathing, at least. But there was nothing more she could do. A true healing mage, one who fully dedicated themselves to the task, could have healed the wound entirely. He would have woken up by now.
Now she could only hope he would wake up. If he did, then she’d succeeded. If she failed, he might stop breathing entirely. “Warm. Please. He needs to.”
“I’ll have it dealt with, quickly,” Isouda said firmly. Yvette couldn’t be sure, but she thought the woman was looking awfully pale as well.
“Fresh air. Please,” Yvette whispered, leaning on her guardian.
“Of course,” Gervas said before helping her walk out through the building. The main door had been kicked in, the wood splintered and broken. Gervas led her outside and into the beautiful, colorful garden and softly sat her down on a heavily decorated stone bench, in the shade of a large, leafy plant. “How are you feeling?” he asked softly.
“Like I just drained every last drop of magic I had and I still don’t know if it made a difference,” she whispered, her mind trying to work through the haze. “I just want to sleep.”
“You’ve had a big day today, anyone would want to sleep,” he said before sitting next to her and gently stroking her hair. “Just rest. We have to leave soon. Recover your energy, sleep if you need to.”
“Can’t. What if they need me?” she asked. “Have… stay awake. Or… strong. Something.”
“I don’t think we should stay until he wakes up.” She couldn’t suppress the grateful feelings caused when he said until, not if. She wasn’t sure she could handle an ‘if’ right now. She closed her eyes and relaxed into him, letting the gentle stroking of his hand help her relax.
“We have to,” she whispered.
“We’ll see. Just rest, Yvette.”
“Thank you… for help.”
“I didn’t do anything. You healed him”
“Needed… someone. Help. Needed this.”
Gervas gave a light chuckle. “Sometimes we all need help. That’s why I was hired, Yvette. For times like this. Even the best of us sometimes need someone to help carry us back when we’re tired of fighting.”
She gave a light chuckle, burying her head against his chest. There was a light smell of metal from his chainmail, but there was something else. It was a little spicy, oddly soothing. Earthy. Him. It was nice, especially now. It didn’t have that terrible tinge that often came from a lack of cleaning. It was fresh and warm. Safe.
“You did a good job, Yvette. You did the best you could, no one could ever ask any more.”
She smiled and gave a soft sigh. Though it made her feel guilty, she could almost feel thankful this happened. She never thought she’d be held in such a way and called who she was. She’d never thought anyone would. But for this moment, for the first time in a long, long while she felt herself entirely relax. She was Yvette, there was no one here to argue that fact with her. She just got to relax and rest, enjoy someone else carrying her while she recovered from her fight.
“Ahem!” Isouda said, shattering the moment. Yvette couldn’t even work up the energy to look up and pretend to care. “Mage Yvette, I believe we need to have a discussion about what your servant did!”
“Go away,” Yvette grumbled.
“I’m sorry?” the woman asked.
“Nothing,” she muttered, slowly lifting her head and eyeing the woman. “What do you want?”
“Your servant broke through my main gate! I demand compensation!” Isouda yelled, moving directly in front of them and towering over them.
Yvette stared up at her and then glanced to Gervas. “Did you?”
“I did,” he said firmly. “And I’d do it again.”
Isouda’s face turned a dark shade of red, her anger filling her voice. “How dare you! You had no right! I will contact the Mage’s Association to--”
“Please do,” Gervas said coldly. “It is my duty to protect Yvette. The gate was locked and I was refused entry. As her guardian, I am permitted to use all means I deem necessary to keep her safe.”
“Refused entry? I had the gate sealed the moment Lady Yvette arrived to ensure there were no disruptions. Had you merely waited--”
“My duty does not include waiting, it is to protect Yvette from any and all threats that may be posed to her.”
“Had you informed them of your intentions--”
“The door was locked against me and I removed it. If it was locked in error that is no concern of mine. Perhaps you should be more careful how you word your orders and ensure there are proper exceptions.”
Isouda gave a dismissive snort. “You believed she would be unsafe here? I--”
“Have proven yourself unable to keep your own servants safe,” Gervas cut her off. “Have insulted Yvette repeatedly.”
“Refused to even help when I was healing,” Yvette mumbled.
“Gotten in the way of her necessary tasks to save your servant. It was completely within my rights to break down any barrier baring my entry. In this case, your door. If you would like to take this up with the Mage’s Association, I would be more than willing to. Perhaps we can speak with Grandmaster Cecily? I’m sure she’d love to hear all about this experience.”
Isouda faltered, the color draining from her cheeks. Her eyes moved to Yvette. “Lady Yvette. I’m sure you can understand this has all been a misunderstanding. My earlier mistake was not meant to be an insult of any kind. I merely--”
“Go away,” Yvette said, moving so her head was back into Gervas’ chest. “I don’t care. I’m tired. Exhausted. Gervas is doing his duty and I trust him.”
“But my lady, I--”
“Leave,” Gervas said coldly. “Have a servant tell us once Ferant has awoken. We’ll depart then.”
There was silence for a moment, but then she heard the steps of the woman walking away. She gave a soft sigh. “You really broke down the door?”
“I thought you were in danger,” he said firmly. “I may have been hasty, but I did warn them to open up.”
“She wouldn’t have hurt me.”
“I wouldn’t have been so sure,” he said, his voice going down to a low whisper. “These are her lands. She rules here. As soon as you feel you can ride, we’re leaving.”
“W-what?” she asked softly. “We can’t just--”
“I’ve told you. It’s my job to protect you. I don’t believe you are safe here anymore.”
She pulled back and stared up at him, noticing the concern emblazoned on his features. “I’m not safe? But I’m not--”
“You’re exhausted. You couldn’t fight off an angry rabbit, let alone anything she might do to you. Especially now that you’re in her walls.”
“I came up here to heal someone, that’s all. Once he wakes up we can leave.”
“No,” he said, his eyes watching the main entry way of the house. “We’re leaving now.”
“W-what? But what about--”
“Your safety is most important. Once we get to the vault, we can have a message sent,” he said, his voice filling with frustration and anger at her objections.
“B-but what if… what if I failed? What if he’s dead? I-I can’t--”
“If you stay here we might never be able to leave,” he snapped, angry eyes turning on her.
“She won’t--”
“Damn it, Tebaud! Listen to me. You have no idea what it’s like out here. What these people are like. You’re a mage. They will give you just enough rope to hang yourself if you let them. You’re only as valuable to them as long as they have a use for you. The moment she believes you aren’t valuable, she won’t care. The moment she thinks you’ll make her look bad, that knife won’t be in his stomach, it’ll be in yours.”
She felt as if the air had been knocked out of her. He’d called her Tebaud. After everything they’d done, everything he’d said. He still called her Tebaud. No correction, no fix. No apology. Just Tebaud. She stared up at him, her hand clutching his arm. “You...”
“Yes, I do think we’re in danger. She’s not going to let us leave unless we leave now.”
“You… called me Tebaud.”
“Now is not the time,” he snapped before getting to his feet. He grabbed her arm and yanked her to her feet before dragging her towards the main gate.
“G-Gervas… I… I don’t… I can’t--”
“Not now. Come ON!” he snapped.
She followed, not that she had any choice. However, she could feel her heart breaking with each and every step. She’d finally thought he had accepted her. Thought, for the first time, that somebody had understood. That he was trying.
Now she felt like nothing more than a fool.
Chapter 13
 
 
 
Yvette barely paid attention to the world around her while they rode through the evening. Gervas had only made a single quick stop at the inn, grabbing the remains of their supplies. He said he’d told the inn keeper that they would be back this evening, that they were gathering needed medical herbs.
She’d been so stupid. She couldn’t believe she’d allowed herself to think that he saw her as herself. Her own teacher had never listened to her, her parents had never listened to her. Even her only friend had never listened to her.
How could she have believed that he would? Why had she allowed herself to think he would accept her? No, he had accepted her. But it had just been words. She really thought he had seen her as a girl, accepted her as a girl. Believed that she was Yvette.
But in the end, it had all just been words.
She felt stupider the longer they traveled, the more space put between them and that town. She had known he was only pretending to believe in her. Had known he was only just saying the words she wanted to hear to keep her under control. But she’d really allowed herself, for just a brief moment, to believe that someone had finally accepted her for what she was. Who she was.
Now she just hurt more than ever.
“Yvette? Are you okay?”
She shrugged. “I’m fine.”
“Do you need to rest?”
“No,” she said softly.
“I’m sorry, we had to get out of there as quickly as possible. I didn’t want to risk us getting stalled. We’ll stop soon and we can rest.”
“Okay.”
Gervas just shook his head and continued to lead them away from the town. She glanced over to him, before glancing down at the reins in front of her. She hadn’t had to use them for anything but ensuring she kept her balance.
However, now she gave them a light tug, the horse slowly coming to a stop. Gervas pulled on his own reins, stopping as well. “Yvette? What’s wrong?”
“What is it going to take?” she asked softly.
“What?”
“What does it take?” she asked again, slowly lifting her head up to look at him. “What do I have to do? Do I have to say? Do you think I want this?”
“What in the world are you talking about? We need to go, we can’t just--”
“You called me Tebaud!” she said, her voice rising. “You called me Tebaud again!”
He stared at her for a few moments before shaking his head. “No I didn’t. I--”
“You did! You did! You DID!” she yelled, tears forming in her eyes. “I… I thought I… I thought you finally believed in me. I thought you finally--”
“Yvette! Listen. Now is not the time. I didn’t call you--”
“Yes you did!”
“I’m sorry! Okay? I’m sorry! But we need to keep going!”
“Why? WHY? What is she going to do to me? What are any of them going to do to me? This entire journey, ever since I’ve met you, you’ve done nothing but… but get mad. Assume. Believe that people have to be a certain way. You’ve assumed that just because I’m a mage, I have to be spoiled and be doing this for attention. Now you’re assuming that she’s going to come after us. Why? WHY?” she asked.
Gervas turned Redwood back and began to trot towards her. “Yvette, listen to me.” He reached out and tried to grab her arm, but she pulled back hard, nearly falling out of the saddle.
“No! Answer me! What do I have to do? I try and I try and I think I say the right thing and I’m willing to put up with anything I’m told and I work as hard as I can and it doesn’t make any difference!” Her entire body was shaking, unable to stop it. “I thought, just this once, someone listened. I thought you were listening. But you’re not. No one is ever going to, are they? It doesn’t matter if I cry, or beg, or fight, or work harder. In the end, you’re never going to--”
“I screwed up. I’m sorry. In the heat of the moment, I panicked and I called you the wrong thing.” He reached out to grab her again and she pulled away once more. Unfortunately this time she lost her balance and started to fall out of the saddle, only for his hand to grab her arm and pull her back up. “I’m sorry. I swear. You’re a girl.”
“You don’t mean it...” she whispered. “Why? What do I have to do? Why does it have to be so hard? Why can’t--”
“It’s not!” he said firmly, his grip on her arm tightening. “I panicked. I swear. I don’t think of you as Tebaud. I--”
“You’re lying!”
“I’m not! Just listen to me, please,” Gervas said. “I did. I thought this entire thing was stupid. I thought you were a guy. I really did think all of this was just some stupid act you put on for no reason. I’ll even admit, I humored you. I thought if I stopped caring and focusing on other aspects of your training, you’d let it go.”
She nodded, feeling more cracks in her heart. Why had she ever let herself believe that he’d believe in her? He was just like everyone else.
“But you didn’t. That was just the end. It stopped there.”
“Stopped there?” she asked softly. “I don’t understand. What stopped?”
He let her arm go and motioned for her to keep following him. “Nothing. Everything. I...”
“I don’t understand.”
“I’m sorry. I’ve never thought about something like this. It seems obscene to me. Wanting to be a girl? I’ve never wanted to do that. I can’t imagine why any guy would want to do that.” He then sighed. “I don’t think any guy would. So I figured I’d just play along for a bit and wear it out. See if I started acting like you weren’t one, you’d stop and give up. If I stopped giving you attention, you’d lose interest.”
“And?” she asked softly.
“You were happy. It was weird. I’ve trained a lot of mages over the years on how to defend themselves. I’ve been called every name under the sun. Threatened to have things torn apart, ripped off, removed. I had one man threaten to put my head on a pike once he managed to be able to stand again. But you?”
“Yes?” she asked softly.
“You were overjoyed. I didn’t go easy on you. I made sure your bruises were just as bad as any other mage’s. I treated you like I did anyone else. Sometimes I think I actually treated you worse. I kept wondering where your breaking point would be. Where that part of you that says ‘I’m a mage, I’m better than everyone else’ would rear its ugly head.”
“I’m sorry.”
“I’ve met a few mages who know better. Ones who understand that they aren’t as important as their masters make them sometimes think. But you? You were something else entirely,” he said softly.
“I was? How? I didn’t do anything really special.”
“No, it’s not that. It wasn’t what you did. It was just how happy you were. Relaxed. I’ve seen a lot of people who have different motivations. Food, shelter, money, revenge. But I’ve never, in my entire life, seen someone who’s motivation was just in being treated like… well...”
Her eyes lowered and she stared ahead, her heart pounding. “Like what?”
“Like a girl,” he muttered.
“I am a girl.”
“And I think I’m starting to get that. It’s weird to me. Really weird. I’ve never met a guy who wanted to be a girl, never met a girl who wants to be a guy. I’d never want to be a girl, I’ve spent enough time near them to know that. Think I’d rather be dead than anything like my mother. So, I kind of just had to accept that maybe I was wrong. You weren’t a guy trying to be a girl. Maybe you were just a girl trying to be a girl.”
“Really?” she asked softly. “But you called me Tebaud. Why?”
“I don’t know. A big part of me is still confused by this. It doesn’t make any sense to me. I don’t get it. But I guess if… everyone said I was a girl and started calling me… I don’t know. Gabriel. I’d probably start getting frustrated too. No, I know I would. I know my face wouldn’t just light up with joy whenever someone called me by that name. I wouldn’t keep pushing myself harder just so I could hear it.”
“It’s because I just want to be me, that’s all.”
“You’re Yvette. I’m sorry I didn’t say it sooner. I’m sorry I kept assuming it wasn’t true.” He reached out and put a hand on her head, lightly giving her another head pat she treasured so highly. “But it’s the only answer I can come up with. A man wouldn’t be able to do what you do. And if a guy wouldn’t, then it has to mean you’re a girl. It’s the only thing that really makes sense to me. And I’m sorry I called you that. I really am.”
Yvette nodded, smiling up at him. All those cracks in her heart beginning to heal, the pain replaced with a pleasant warmth. He did believe in her. He really did. “Thank you. And I forgive you. If you’ll keep trying to see me that way.”
“Of course. Besides, there’s been more than a few times I’ve watched you do things and I couldn’t imagine why.”
“What?”
“The way you walk, the way you talk. Even the way you laugh. I didn’t notice at first but… well… If I didn’t know better, I’d have probably thought you were a girl from when I first met you. There have been times I forgot you weren’t fully a girl. Weird as that sounds.”
“Thank you. For trying. Really. It means a lot to me. It really does.”
“Of course. The alternative is I just let you be miserable and sad all the time. My job is to protect you, isn’t it? I wouldn’t be a very good bodyguard if I made your life miserable, would I?”
“No, you wouldn’t,” she said. She turned her gaze back again, relief once again flowing into her heart. However, she found her mind drifting back towards the manor and how he had reacted. “You were panicked, before. Scared. I don’t think I’ve ever really seen you that upset. Why? Even when we were staying with that… with Peter, you didn’t seem nearly as worried. The entire time we were in that town, you only took off your armor when we slept. Why?”
“I had a bad feeling,” he said softly.
“A bad feeling?”
He glanced over at her, his face serious and eyes narrowed. “You mages, you operate… differently than the rest of the world.”
“We do?”
“You answer to the Mage’s Association. That’s the end of it. At least, in most countries.”
She gave a nod. “Yes. As of… I believe… five centuries ago, when the Mage’s Association came about. What does that have to do with anything?”
“Things don’t work like that for everyone else. Within their domain, most lords and ladies have no limits to their power. There are limits to things even they will let us get away with. That first day we were here? I was furious,” he said, making her flush and another warm glow flow through her stomach. “I probably reacted harsher than I should have, considering we were in her lands. I was hopeful, however, if we ignored her she’d leave us be.”
“But then there was an accident...” she whispered gently.
“If it was an accident.”
Her heart beat faster and her eyes widened. “W-wait, you think it wasn’t? How else would he have gotten stabbed?” she asked. “And I know he fell down the stairs, I could see the wounds all over him!”
“I’m not saying he didn’t fall. I’m saying I’m not sure it was an accident.”
“You think she’d go that far in order to have me come back to her manor?”
“Possibly. It didn’t occur to me until after you were already gone. It was why I grabbed my weapons and the horses before coming after you.”
She nodded, her heart pounding harder and glancing back, along the path they had to walk. Now, more than ever, she felt they were truly being pursued and half expected a band of armed soldiers to come around the bend. “She couldn’t… could she? I mean, he was one of her servants! How could she?”
“I don’t know if she did. But I do know when I got there, they refused me entry. That’s why I had to come and ensure we got out of there as soon as possible.”
She nodded, then gasped. “You left your shield and spear behind. Can you--”
“I can send for them once we’re at the vault. It’s better they be left behind than we end up trapped there, unable to escape.”
“The Mage’s Association would have… would...” she whispered, a frown forming on her lips. If Gervas hadn’t come to get her out of there, what could she have possibly done? She was exhausted. From there it would have been easy to get her to-- Her eyes went wide with alarm. “She’d had a room prepared for me. Once I finished healing him, she was going to let me rest in one of her rooms.”
“And from there...” he said, shaking his head. “It’s possible I’m paranoid. But in my line of work, it pays to be paranoid.”
“We have to go back. If she did that, if she hurt him just to get me there, who knows what she’ll do next? She--”
“And what will you do?” he asked, his voice turning cold.
“I… I’ll… I’ll...” Her mind raced through different options, each one quickly cast aside for the next. “I could demand she… she let them go. All of her servants. I could… could...”
“On what authority?”
“On my authority as a mage!” she said firmly, though she couldn’t keep the uneasiness out of her voice. As a mage, she had protections against anyone who tried to force her to stay in one place or harm her. If they didn’t, every mage would have found themselves grabbed by a different member of the nobility with enough resources and held as personal mages. While that system had worked hundreds of years ago, the bloodshed it lead to was the reason the Mage’s Association had come into existence in the first place.
But it also meant she had no authority in the different nations, aside from what she was given. It also meant her ‘protections’ only lasted so far as the Mage’s Association KNEW she was in danger or being held. If she was killed there likely wouldn’t be anyone who’d know. Mages like her died all the time, from monsters or accidents.
He rode a little closer, the two of them side by side, so close their legs almost touched. “Aside from protecting you, that means nothing. All we can do, at this time, is warn the Mage’s Association of what happened. What could have happened. I am not letting you go back there. Do you understand?”
She stared up at him, her hands on the reins shaking with barely contained anger. But, slowly, she nodded. Her eyes lowered and she let out a soft, gentle whimper. “What if he dies? What if she hurt him because of me? What if I messed up? That means it’ll be my fault,” she whispered.
“No, it’s not. It--”
“I could have come to see her a second time. Given her another chance. I didn’t,” she said, her stomach clenching into knots. “I let my own fear, my anxiety control me.”
“Listen, Yvette, I didn’t mean--”
“But it’s true, isn’t it? If she… if someone dies because of this, it’s because of me. If I had just gone back to see her. She sent enough invites. Or if I hadn’t been so insulted in the first place. If I had just ignored you and--”
“My job is to protect you. Ignoring my advice would just get you killed.”
“So instead it’s okay if I get other people killed?”
“You didn’t kill anybody. We don’t even know if she did it or not! It’s always possible I am being--”
“But it IS possible, isn’t it? It’s possible, because of me, that he died? Because I let myself get too offended, because I--”
His hand reached out and gripped her chin, forcing her to look at him. “No. It’s not. You denied her requests because she was vile. She decided that it was better to insult and degrade you the very moment she met you, rather than treat you as someone worth showing the bare minimum of respect. She would likely have demanded far, far more from you the more you gave. She would have used every word, every action, as a weapon,” he said coldly, his eyes narrowed. “You did nothing wrong.”
She stared up into his intense eyes, barely noticing that the horses had stopped. His grip on her chin was tight, but not painful. Finally, she spoke up delicately. “But if I was normal, I wouldn’t have--”
“She likely would have found another flaw in you to cut at. Some other reason to try and put you beneath her. Despite what you did for her, you saw how she tried to attack you for forcing me to break in to get by your side. It’s only when a person like that has something to lose that they hold their tongue. Do NOT blame yourself for her actions. I likely would have dragged you away, anyway. There are many different things that could have altered what happened. Perhaps if you weren’t a mage. Or perhaps if I hadn’t been hired to keep you safe. But you cannot go through your life wondering ‘what if’. Things are as they are. You can no more change the past than you can change the will of the gods.”
“Actually there are spells to change the past. Or, were. They were some of the first forbidden magics.”
He sighed and shook his head. “Can you change the past?”
“No.”
“Then focus on your future.” He finally let her go and, with a light flick of his reins, they started again.
She followed closely behind him, though her mind was a mess. All she could change was her future.
Her mind went back to Ferant. All she could remember was the blood. Not his age, not his hair color. Not how tall or fit he was. All she could remember was the blood and the wound. Had she even noticed when she was standing right in front of him? She didn’t think she had then, either.
What if she was the one responsible? If she had come here as Tebaud, would things have been different? She felt a small, gnawing pain in her heart. She didn’t mind if she had to suffer or be hurt for what she needed. If she had to constantly fight to be herself, she could accept that.
But she didn’t know if she could accept knowing others might be hurt because of her. How could she hope to fight back knowing her fighting would result in other people getting hurt? She leaned her head forward, resting her forehead against the neck of Chestnut. “Why can’t anything be easy?” she whispered. “Why does it all have to be a constant fight? Why does anyone have to get hurt?”
“What?” Gervas asked, glancing back.
“Nothing. Just thinking out loud.”
Chapter 14
 
 
 
Yvette couldn’t stop herself from yawning, no matter how hard she tried to contain it. Despite her initial fear that at any moment she’d hear the sound of pursuing riders descending upon them, the trip had been silent and calm. While the first day had been a long, rough ride that left her exhausted and sore when they had finally camped, since then he had been allowing her a far calmer and relaxed pace.
Nobody had come from behind them and, in the few days they’d been traveling towards the vault, nobody had passed them either. Every day they came closer and closer to the vault, the massive volcano now dominating the horizon. She’d expected there to be plenty of waypoints along the way, but to her surprise there didn’t seem to be any.
Each step made her goal become a little more real and now she could barely contain her excitement. The sun was beginning to set, before long the night would envelop them. Normally they would have stopped by now and prepared a camp.
Instead, they would arrive at the vault a few hours after sunset. Chestnut and Redwood didn’t seem too worried about the travel. She suspected they knew they would be sleeping in a warm stable tonight. Her own body felt less than thrilled, moments before she let out another yawn. Even back at the temple she would often go to sleep when the sun set and while on the road, it hadn’t been much different.
But the idea of an actual bed, or even a cot, outside of the elements was more than enough to drive her forward. The sunlight descending on the volcano seemed to make it glow with an ominous, red light. “Do you think it’s magic or the volcano that makes it glow like that?”
“It’s a volcano. The fact mages decided to make a home there at all and succeeded means there’s some magic going on. Probably magic and the sunset.”
“Right, sorry,” she said sheepishly, her cheeks going a little red at her silly question. She hoped she’d be able to get a proper bath as well. While her magic was useful for tossing away the dirt and sweat from her body, it still didn’t compare to being able to clean herself with actual water and soap. “Do you think I should light the path now?” Yvette asked.
“Yes,” Gervas said.
She reached up with her right hand and whispered one of the first, most simple spells she knew. “Light.” A small orb of light materialized into her hand, before flying up and just a little ahead of them, slowly moving through the air so it continuously lit their path. She gripped the reins in her left hand just a little tighter when she felt Chestnut start to pick up her pace. “Easy, girl,” she whispered, her right hand moving down to gently brush her mane. “It’s just a bit of magic, nothing to get excited about.”
“They know we’ll be resting soon,” he said with a light chuckle. “A nice, long rest. Isn’t that right, girls?” Gervas asked.
She chuckled when they whinnied in response. She continued to gently run her fingers through the mane.
“Have you decided where we’ll go next?”
“Not yet,” she said. “I’d like to stay here for a few days, maybe a week or two, and regain some of my energy. I hope that’s not going to be a problem. Have you been to the vault before?”
“More than a few times. I know a few people there. Besides, it’s popular for you magic types. The ‘Birthplace of all magic!’” he said in a mocking, booming voice. “’Why, you should be grateful to be able to see such a place! Home to such ancient wonders as this shiny gold book! And a staff of some mage who died so long ago that it doesn’t have any magic left! The hat of another mage who probably did something incredibly stupid and yet managed to succeed so he’s considered a hero!’” he said before giving a light chuckle. “I have no idea why you all are drawn here.”
“It’s the birthplace of magic. They say that the volcano goes all the way to the very center of the world and it’s through--”
“Through there that magic first escaped into the world. You know what else burst through there? Dragons. Fae. All manner of monsters and abominations. Not to mention lava. I guarantee you some of those were a much bigger deal to the poor fools who happened to be around then and it wasn’t the magic.”
Her cheeks burned and she nodded. “I… guess. But that was long ago. It’s still a sacred place to us. If not for magic--”
“There’d be no mages. But mages aren’t the only thing that uses magic, are they?”
She slowly nodded, her eyes lowered. “Sorry.”
He glanced over to her and gave a soft sigh. “Don’t get sad. Yvette, it’s not your fault, or any other mage’s for what came out when the god’s unleashed magic on our world. I just don’t see the point of this idolization of an old, dead volcano.”
“I know.” She glanced up towards the volcano. The sun was now gone, but still it seemed to glow with a fiery red light that she couldn’t help but admire. She closed her eyes and she swore she could feel the magic nearby, great waves of it just below the surface, slowly rising up and pushing out into the world. A force that she and so many other mages had trained to wield. She wondered what it would feel like to stand on the source itself.
But there had been a lot of bad things that had come from the birth of magic in their world. So much knowledge had been lost in that time, entire realms destroyed and lost forever. Islands that had sunk into the sea, new ones that had risen up. There was no telling what great advances were destroyed just in the wars between those who wielded magic, not to mention the other things that had been birthed by such a force. The lucky few who’d had magic seemingly infused to their core.
But it was also her hope. As dangerous and powerful as magic was, it was her only way to be who she was. Especially if she wanted to be herself permanently. “Do you think I’m one of the bad ones?” she asked.
“Bad ones?”
“You’ve been around a lot of mages. You’ve worked with us, fought with us, trained us. You’ve seen a lot of bad mages, right? So do you think I’m one of them?”
He stared ahead for a long moment, before shaking his head. “I don’t really think a lot of mages are bad. I think you’re mostly greedy, selfish, don’t care about anyone but yourselves.”
Her cheeks burned. “How’s that different?”
“You’re different from the rest of us. Isolated. At least, a lot of you are. You don’t realize how things are for most of us. Your little turning into a girl. The amount of magic you use on that? Could be used to save lives or help so many more people.”
Shame flooded into her core. “I-I know, I--”
“Let me finish,” he said quickly, cutting her off. “That magic is something you have, that most don’t. Most can’t. It takes a long time to be able to do what you do. Most people don’t have the chance. They can’t spend a whole life time learning magic, like you have. There are some people who are born with magic, all kinds, or get it from other creatures. But learning it if you aren’t one of those? A lot of mages wouldn’t take on children to raise them and train them. I’ve seen more than a few mages that let it go to their heads, who feel it makes them better or superior. It doesn’t necessarily make them bad. It just makes them idiots.”
“You think I’m an idiot?”
“No. I think you’re one of the smarter ones. You haven’t turned your nose up at the idea of a bit of hard work, even if it’s not the most dignified task. You don’t give up, even when it gets hard. You don’t forget that, as useful as your magic is, it doesn’t matter if all you use it for is to satisfy yourself.”
“Master Betan used to tell us that,” she mumbled gently. “That a mage was nothing without the people around us. That we should be thankful, for all the magic we do for them, they supply us with food, shelter and, often, protection.”
He nodded. “You had a good master. Mostly.”
She gave a light chuckle. “Mostly. I suppose even the greatest master in the world can make a mistake, right?”
“Everyone can,” he said, before glancing back at her and flashing his smile.
She hoped he would remember that, even if all of her plans went wrong in the end. Even if they never saw each other again after the vault, she hoped he would always see her as that person. A part of her wanted to tell him the truth, of all her selfish plans. The danger she was going to put herself through. She gave another gulp. “If… if I had the chance to be myself? If I had the chance to be a full girl, but I could never use magic again. Do you think that’d make me an idiot, then?”
He didn’t respond, instead just staring ahead. Each moment made her heart start to beat a little faster while the tension grew.
“Well? Would it?” she asked.
“No,” he finally answered.
“No? It wouldn’t? Even if it meant other people died? Even if--”
“There was an old saying my father used to say. ‘You can’t light yourself on fire to keep someone else warm’.”
“Why would you light yourself on fire?” she asked. “I mean, there’s a spell for that. Ermina knew it too. But I don’t think it would be any better than starting an actual fire. Dangerous, too.”
He gave a long suffering sigh. “That’s not what I mean, Yvette. In the end, if the only way you’re allowed to be happy means you give up the ability to help others? That doesn’t mean it’s wrong. You’d need to find a new way to survive, though. No one would want a mage who couldn’t do magic. But nobody has the right to complain that you didn’t sacrifice your chance at happiness for theirs. You’re allowed to be happy, you know. It’s not something you should be punished for.”
She flushed, feeling that all too familiar warmth in her chest. “Thank y--”
“Of course, if you sacrificed the magic of another person so you could have your happiness, or killed and murdered to get it, then I’d say you were a bad, well, terrible person.”
“I’d never do that!” she said quickly. “I hope. I think.” Once again her mind went to what was waiting for her in the vault. She’d never heard of any human sacrifices being needed to make a permanent transformation spell. But what if those stories had just been destroyed? Could she sacrifice somebody else for her own happiness? There were spells that required a sacrifice, but most of them were forbidden as well.
“But what you’re doing right now?” he said, motioning to her robe. “You’re just trying to be yourself. You’re not hurting anyone else or trying to be anything but what you are. That doesn’t hurt anyone. At most, it makes them uncomfortable. And your happiness isn’t worth giving up just because of that.”
She smiled and nudged her horse forward with her heels. “You’re really good at that.”
“At what?”
“Making speeches. You’d have made a good bard.”
“Oh, I know. I wanted to become one when I was a child. I even learned how to play the lute and lyre back when I began. Never quite as good as dad, though.”
She stared, her mouth falling open. “You did? You can? Why haven’t you ever played? I--”
“I used to play,” he said quickly, cutting her off. “I haven’t played in a few years. I doubt I even can, now. But you’d be amazed how quickly a few quick words can change a complete rout into a narrow victory. The right words make all the difference sometimes.”
Yvette gave a small chuckle. “Does that mean if I manage to get my hands on a lyre, you’ll play for me?”
“Unlikely. I don’t do it anymore.”
“But you still give those nice little speeches.”
“Words are the best way to get through your head.”
“And if they weren’t?”
“There are other ways.”
“What other ways?”
He didn’t answer, lightly nudging Redwood forward a little ahead of her.
“Gervas? GERVAS! What other ways?” Yvette said, glaring at his back. “You can’t outrun me, you need my light. So what other--”
“Halt!” Gervas snapped, tugging on the reins of his horse, quickly making Redwood stop. It took her a moment to see what it was, but when she did her heart caught in her throat.
A person was laying, face down in the middle of the road. A cloak covered the entirety of their body, but a hand was laying out over their head. She quickly leaped from her horse, though Gervas was already off and racing towards the figure by the time she landed.
He knelt by the figure. “Can you hear me? Can you--”
Suddenly the hand reached up and grabbed his wrist. The light above went out out a second later. “What’s going on?” Yvette asked. She lifted her hand again, forming another ball of light. It only got a few inches into the air before it, too, was snuffed out. She looked around, frantically.
“Let me go! Yvette! Run! Look--”
The rest of his words were drowned out by an explosion behind them. She turned around and, in the flashing light she saw Redwood and Chestnut blindly gallop away from the explosion, nearly trampling her in the process. She shook her head, partially blinded and deafened by the blast.
Arms suddenly wrapped around her, pulling her back into the chest of something warm and wet. Even blinded and deafened she knew it was nothing like Gervas. She pushed her left hand to her bracer, quickly forming the right dots across it.
Once again her form began to shift, growing larger and more powerful. Her clothing melding to fur, her bulk increasing dramatically. Weak arms replaced by thick, powerful claws that were designed to rend prey to pieces.
She was no longer a tiny girl, held captive by this person. Now she was the bear. The arms had no choice but to let her growing, now massive form go. However, she rolled back, pushing the entirety of her now heavy frame onto her attacker. Unfortunately, while she’d only meant to slam them, she’d underestimated her current weight and felt them hit the ground with a sickening squishing sound.
She froze in place, a new horror descending on her when she realized, whoever they were, she’d likely just killed them. However, before she could let the thought take hold, a foul stench filled the air. The person under her reached up, their hands moving to grip one of her massive paws and hold it back.
A second person lunged on her, going for her other paw. She shook the paw wildly, sending the figure into the darkness.
She blinked a few more times before rolling off the body trying to hold her paw. She let out a growl, before driving the paw down into its chest.
The smell of rotting flesh and decayed organs filled the air, making her shudder. Undead. Yvette let out another growl. She could barely make out dark shapes in the woods. She moved away from the tree line, backing off of the dirt path and lowering her head to the ground. She bared her teeth, struggling to make out which were shambling bodies and which were just normal shadows in the darkness.
“Yvette! Get out of here!” Gervas yelled. She turned her head to the source of the voice.
A pile of creatures fighting caught her attention. She couldn’t see Gervas under the mass, but she was certain he was there. She let out a powerful roar before she charged forward, lowering her head and bashing into the undead monsters. She sent one hurtling through the air and into the forest, while the second she hit with her paw, sending it rolling off of him.
She looked down and, despite no longer being covered, Gervas barely moved. “Yvette? Is that you?” he asked. “Get out of here. I can’t move. I don’t know what it did to me, but I can’t move. Go!”
She caught a whiff of burning flesh and saw a burned mark across his arm, where it had been grabbed. Suddenly a piercing pain shot through her flank. Her head whipped around and she saw another of the undead monsters in the moonlight, a spear held tightly in its hands which had been jabbed into her flank.
Yvette let out a roar before turning and batting the creature away. Though they were slow, there were so many of them she doubted she could fight them. Even if she did, the trees could easily be housing dozens more.
But there was no way she was leaving Gervas here, especially if he couldn’t move. She lowered her head and bit on a few links of the chainmail.
“W-what? Hey! Yvette, stop that! What are you-- OW!”
She mentally apologized over and over while she dragged him backwards, away from the approaching undead and into the open fields. Heavy as he was, he was nowhere near heavy enough to pose a real challenge to her.
She only dragged him for a few moments before letting him go, her teeth aching from the strange maneuver. Still, she had bought a little time.
“Owww...” Gervas muttered.
She wished she could speak like this, she’d have told him to stop complaining. She eyed him for a moment, trying to figure out the best way to pick him up so she could run away with him.
“Don’t move,” a voice said.
Her entire body froze. An orb of light materialized in the air above her, casting them all in its glow and illuminating the undead monsters that, like her, had stopped in place.
“Face me,” the voice said.
Painfully slowly, her body turned on its own, facing the man standing behind her. She felt her heart fall when she saw the man. He wore the white robes of a master and across his right arm, she saw a bracer similar to her own, but so large it covered the entirety of his arm to the elbow. She tried to move, to resist the control the man seemed to have over her body, but it refused to obey her.
“Turn back to a human.”
She didn’t, however. Whatever spell he held over her, it wasn’t able to force her to do that at least. He gave a soft sigh. “Ah. No. I suppose that wouldn’t work, would it? Allow me to rephrase.” He held out his right hand towards her. An orb of fire appeared in the hand. “Turn back to human, or I will kill your guardian. If you still refuse, I will be left with no choice but to kill you.”
Yvette stared at the man, her entire body quivering. This was a master. Slowly, her body began to shift and change, shrinking down to its normal size. “There’s a good girl,” he said with a light chuckle. “That wasn’t so hard, now was it? Put your arm out,” he ordered.
Against her will, her right arm was raised. He stepped forward and slowly untied her bracer, pulling it off her and then sliding it into his robe. “You’re a really unlucky one,” he said with a sigh. “To come to the vault now. I’m afraid they’re currently closed to visitors. However...” He put his hand palm against the back of her hand. “Don’t scream.”
Only the spell binding her stopped her when she felt the pain surge through her hand. His magic surged through her, latching onto her body and tearing hooks through it. The spell that held her in place only seeming to amplify itself, hooking into her own magic and turning it against her. Once the spell was in place, he gave her a light shove, causing her to fall to the ground.
Everything hurt, her body feeling as if pins were prickling all across her insides. She let out another soft, pained whimper while the corpses shambled ever closer.
“Now sleep.”
Chapter 15
 
 
 
Yvette’s eyes slowly opened and she let out a soft, weak groan. The pain in her hand had mercifully faded. Though the feeling of pins still flowed throughout her body.
“Awake?” Gervas’ voice asked.
“I-I think...” she whispered, blinking blearily. She was in a large, stone chamber. “Where are we?” Lined up against the wall were stone statues nearly eight feet tall, each one carrying a stone shield and sword. The smell of blood hung in the air. She felt dread wash over her when she lowered her eyes and saw that they were laying in the middle of a magical circle carved into the stone. Blood had flowed, filling the grooves.
“I don’t know,” he whispered. “They dropped us here. I can barely move. I don’t know what he did to me, but it’s powerful.”
With great difficulty she slowly turned her head around to see him. He was laying in the circle behind her. She slowly tried to get to her feet, but it felt as if her body weighed as much as her bear form did, magic tugging at her body and pulling her back down. She collapsed back behind him, the sensation refusing to fade. “I can move a little. It’s a binding spell. I think--” She went silent when she heard footsteps coming towards them. Her eyes focused on the doorway and after a few moments the man she’d seen before walked in through the door.
His eyes focused on her and lit up after a moment. “Ahhhhh. I see you’ve awoken! I do hope you are enjoying yourself, apprentice.”
“I’m a journeyman,” Yvette said.
“Yes, yes, whichever,” he said dismissively before walking towards her. “It’s the same thing, really.” He pulled out a small dagger before kneeling by her, making her heart go still. “Oh, don’t be so frightened. If I was going to just kill you, there would have been no reason for dragging you here.” He reached out and gripped her hair, before cutting off a few strands and letting them fall into his hand.
“W-what are you doing? Why are you doing this?”
“You should be grateful. You’re going to be part of the first step of a new, reborn, Mage’s Association. An empire, even,” he said before getting to his feet. “Emperor Wimark has a lovely sound to it, doesn’t it?” he asked.
“W-what? Emperor?” she asked gently. “W-why are you doing this?” She tried to reach out a hand towards him, but he swatted it away.
“Oh, don’t even try,” he said with a soft chuckle. “That spell is specifically designed to trap mages like us. Well. Like me. I suppose using it on an apprentice and a simple guard is a little bit of overkill. But all of us must do our part for a better future, no?” he asked before getting to his feet and walking to Gervas, cutting off a few clips of his hair as well.
“What are you going to do to us?” she asked, her eyes lowering. “What does this circle do?”
“Don’t be so frightened, little girl,” he said with a shake of his head. “You’re not going to die. In fact, you’ll live for centuries. Why, hundreds of years from now you’ll both look back on this day and be proud that you were here at the beginning.”
“W-what?” she asked, struggling to understand him. She glanced down at the bloody circle. “T-there’s blood everywhere.”
“Of course there is. That is why you shouldn’t struggle so much. Once your essence has been transferred into one of my golems, you’ll give up any petty notions of fleeing or fighting for anyone but me. Just you wait,” he said before he turned to walk away, leaving the two behind while she just stared in horror.
Once he was out of the room, Gervas groaned and shook his head. “Any idea what that meant?”
“Death… blood magic,” she whispered, giving a light shudder of horror. “Blood magic to...”
“Necromancy?”
“Kind of. Magic like this? It’s...” She closed her eyes. “Magic that uses sacrifices is often forbidden. Unfortunately, not all forbidden magic is hard to know. Killing someone and capturing the magic their bodies release upon death to fuel a spell is easy enough. Nearly any mage could do something like that, but it’s forbidden for a reason. And… and...”
“Transferring into his golems? What about that? Is that forbidden?”
Yvette shook her head. “No. I don’t think so. I mean, I couldn’t do it. But I know golemancers can. It’s a simple spell to allow them to see through them. Transferring your senses into them. But I’ve never heard of anyone trying to push someone else’s mind into one. I don’t even know if that’s possible,” she whispered before giving a shudder and eyeing the blood stains. Had this man done that to others? The golems in the room weren’t moving. She wondered if they were just turned off, or were the active ones somewhere else, waiting for his commands?
She gave another soft shudder and whimpered. Either way, she wouldn’t enjoy it. The magic he intended to use would kill her. If she would awaken, trapped in a body of stone forever or just be used as a power source to feed the golem, she had no idea. But neither fate seemed particularly appealing. “We need to escape.”
“I’m working on it,” he whispered, before giving a grunt. “Can you dispel this?”
“No. Even if I knew how, I doubt I could. He’s a master. A real master, there’s no way I could hope to defeat his magic. At his level I’d be lucky to be able to even weaken it.”
“Can you at least do that?” he asked, frustration filling his voice.
“I can try...” She closed her eyes and reached out with her magic, trying to prod at the enchantment binding her. However, it refused to move even slightly. The more she tried to move her magic, the more the binds seemed to push in on it, making it twist her even tighter. Sweat beaded on her skin but, eventually, she collapsed from exhaustion. “I-I can’t. I’m sorry. I’m so sorry...” she whispered.
He let out a growl before she heard him trying to move, but all he managed to do was place an arm against her side. “There has to be something we can do. Anything.”
“I-I don’t think there is.”
“We can still move! I still have my sword! If we take him by surprise, maybe we can kill him.”
She shook her head. She glanced down and, to her surprise, she realized her dagger still lay strapped to her hip. For a moment, she felt excitement. Perhaps he was right. She slowly moved her right hand down towards the blade. The slow, sluggish movement felt like it took days but, eventually, she managed to coil her fingers around the grip of the blade and try to pull it from the sheath.
She might as well have been trying to pull a tree from the ground with her bare hands. She managed to pull it only a fraction of an inch from the scabbard before she went still from sheer exhaustion, rolling onto her back and staring up at Gervas. “It’s… no use...”
“There has to be something we can do,” he whispered. “I refuse to just lay here and let this insane mage kill me.”
She sighed and shook her head. “It’s a magebind spell. This spell is designed to hold mages in captivity,” she whispered. “The stronger the mage, the more powerful it is. If anyone could escape, it’d have to be you.”
“I can’t.”
She closed her eyes and let out a soft whimper. Slowly, she reached out and wrapped her fingers around his right arm. She couldn’t believe it. She was going to die when she was so close to truly starting her journey. She hadn’t even managed to lay her eyes on the spells, let alone find out what she’d need for them. Yvette’s eyes clouded with tears. “We were so close...” she whispered.
“I’m sorry. I’ll think of something.”
“I was so close...” She glanced towards the golems and gave another soft whimper. Freedom was right there, waiting for them. If they could just get to their feet and walk away. If they could find the strength to move. But she knew that was impossible. Their prison wouldn’t be any more secure if they were wrapped in chains and surrounded by steel bars. No, even worse. At least then she could have tried to use her magic to escape.
This, however, left her completely helpless. There was nothing she could do to escape. Without her magic, there was no way for her to fight back. Her own magic was being used against her, to hold her down. She glanced back to Gervas.
If nothing else, at least she wouldn’t die alone in the end, there was a friend by her side. She supposed it was a small mercy. The few spells he knew had left him with enough magic that he was worth sacrificing besides her. If he hadn’t had enough magic, he might have been killed off rather than risking the magebind spell not affecting him.
She gently tapped his arm. “I’m sorry. If I hadn’t brought you here...”
“Every mage comes to the vault. This isn’t your fault.”
“Yes it is. Gervas, I have something I need to tell you.” Her heart did another leap and she stared at him, her hand gripping his arm tighter. He was the only one to truly give her the chance to be herself. The least she could do was tell him the truth. “The reason I… I...” Her words stopped in her throat when she felt something metal on his arm. “Magevoid.”
“What?”
“The magevoid binding. You have it. You’re wearing it,” she said, her heart doing a small leap before she turned her head. Sure enough, the bracer was still wrapped around his arm.
“Yes. But even if we could get it on him, it wouldn’t work.”
“It’s not for him,” she whispered. “Put it on me.”
“W-what?” he asked, his eyes going wide in shock. “It’ll burn away your magic. We’ll be even worse off.”
“It’ll burn off my magic, which will stop the binding on me. Just do it,” she whispered. “We’re dead anyway. But if I don’t have any magic to bind me with, I can move.”
“But--”
“It’s our only hope. Do it,” she whispered.
He stared at her before, softly, giving a sigh. “It’ll hurt.”
“Trust me, I know. If there was any other way, I would...”
He gave a nod and, slowly, feebly, he reached up to begin removing the bracer. She stared at the metal, trying not to let dread and fear enter her mind.
Yvette had heard tales of the feeling, but she had been mercifully unconscious when it had been used on her before. She’d been in so much pain and so confused, she had no way of knowing what pain had come from it and what had been from her accident. Again and again she told herself that it wouldn’t hurt much, that it would be over quickly.
She almost managed to make herself believe it moments before the cold metal wrapped around her wrist and binded itself.
The only reason she couldn’t scream was because her entire body jerked and went tense, the notion of making any sound too much for her. All of the pin pricks she felt across her body were replaced by what felt like burning knives, jabbing the inside of her body. Fire surged through her veins, burning away not just her magic, but her very soul.
Eventually, however, she managed to finally regain enough movement that she could do the only thing she could think of. She screamed. The pain refused to die down, surging through every inch of her body, cruelly burning away her essence, so painful she thought her mind would shatter.
Then, as quickly as it started, it all stopped.
She panted from exertion, her body caked in sweat. Every inch of her ached and she was all too aware of Gervas’ hand wrapped around her mouth, stifling the screams. Even though the pain had faded, she could still feel it echoing through her body, the memory refusing to let go so easily.
“How do you feel?” he asked.
Yvette gave a soft, weak grunt. She felt as if she had just run for ten days straight, exhausted and weak. However, she slowly reached a hand down, gripping the hilt of her dagger. There was no external pressure this time, however. Nothing pushing against her body to stop her from moving. Despite her exhaustion, she could actually move.
Though she was so exhausted she could barely keep her eyes open. “Yvette? Say something. Please. Don’t… I’m sorry. I’m so sorry. This was a terrible plan,” he whispered.
“Worked...” she muttered. “Tired. So tired. But worked. Move. Can. Spell… broke.”
“You can?” he asked. Mercifully, she felt the bracer being unlatched and falling from her arm.
“Yes. Move… gone. Nothing… just need… just need rest. Another moment… just… close eyes...”
“What? Yvette, don’t. Listen, stay with me, stay--” His last words were drowned out as consciousness slipped away, enveloping her in darkness.
 
------
 
“Wake up… wake up. Yvette, please wake up. I’m sorry, I’m so sorry...” his voice echoed in her mind, while she struggled to swim through the darkness back to consciousness. However, within moments the darkness won and she fell back, drowning in the sea of exhaustion.
 
------
 
“Sleepy little thing, isn’t she?” Wimark’s voice penetrated her head, making her eyes open slightly. The master mage was standing over her, his hands moving along the stone, adding new markings to the circle around them. “She’s smart. Conserve your energy, guardian. You’ll need it.”
“You bastard. I’ll kill you, I swear,” Gervas’ voice said coldly.
“You’ll serve me for a lifetime, guardian. As is your duty.”
Yvette tried to object, but she felt so tired. Gervas was her guardian, not his. His job was to protect her, not this mage.
But she was so tired. She couldn’t even try to object, her eyes closing once more while darkness closed in on her.
 
------
 
“Hold still,” Wimark ordered, his voice cold and gleeful.
Yvette’s eyes opened once again and she stared. Gervas was on his back, trying to fight against the mage, both hands wrapped tightly around the mage’s wrist.
It was a pathetic attempt. Wimark just laughed, pushing slowly through the meager resistance, the tip of the dagger cutting slow runes across Gervas’ forehead. With the magic on him, Gervas couldn’t have held off a child, let alone the mage.
Wimark only seemed to be enjoying it, his lips curled in a cruel grin. “You’re only making this worse for yourself. Just lay still and this’ll be over before you know it.”
Yvette closed her eyes once more. It would all be over soon. Then she could rest forever. She’d never--
Her eyes shot open and she threw those thoughts away, her eyes focusing on Wimark. The mage just chuckled when the blade came ever closer to Gervas’ eye. “Now, hold still. You wouldn’t want me to slip now, would you?”
Yvette felt adrenaline pumping through her veins. Her hand slowly moved down to her side and wrapped her fingers tightly around the hilt of her dagger. She pulled it out just a fraction of an inch.
She gathered all of her energy she had remaining and lunged. Though her body screamed in objection, she threw her entirety into the attack. She tackled the kneeling mage and plunged her dagger into his chest.
Her eyes widened with horror for a moment when she felt the sticky, warm liquid coating the blade and her hands. She stared into his eyes, seeing the mix of fear, pain and confusion. For just a moment, she hesitated.
It was all the moment he needed. Pain seared through her left side when he stabbed his own dagger into her side, jamming the blade in deep. It shook her from her hesitation and she pulled, gripping her own dagger and plunging it in a second time. She felt the dagger in her side twist, but her hesitation was gone.
All she felt now was pain and the will to survive. Wimark tried to speak, tried to say something. Perhaps he even tried to cast a spell. She didn’t know. She didn’t care. Again and again she lifted the dagger up and then plunged it down until she watched the life drain from his eyes. Even when he went limp, she continued to stab him, willing her body to keep going despite the pain and exhaustion.
It wasn’t until she felt Gervas behind her, pulling her back, that she let the dagger fall from her grip. She finally allowed herself to relax.
Her side hurt, though far less than she thought it would. She stared up at him, weakly. “Did… win?”
“Yes. You did it. I’m free...” he whispered. “Yvette. I need you to listen to me.”
“Mmmm? Got… speech?” she asked.
“No. Not this time. I need you to stay with me. I need you to focus on me. Listen. Okay?”
“Okay...” she whispered, darkness swimming on the outside of her vision.
“No. Don’t. Don’t stop. Talk to me,” he whispered. She could feel herself being lifted into the air, as if she was flying. “Yvette?”
“Mmm? Tired...” Despite the pain throughout her body, it seemed numb and faded. Mostly she just felt tired. Her eyes closed slowly.
“No no no no. Yvette. Stick with me, please. I’m going to get you help. I’m going to get you out of here. I promise.”
“Okay...” she said gently.
“Remember? Stick with me! What are you?”
“Tired...”
“No. You’re a girl. You’re a nice, sweet, beautiful girl. A mage, even. A very good mage.”
“Hee hee...” she said softly, feeling lighter while the darkness wrapped around her like an old friend. “You… think I’m… pretty?”
“Yes. Very pretty. Very, very pretty. And a girl. You’re a girl. Okay? Just stay with me. Keep talking. You want to talk, right? How about we talk about anything you want. Did you have any toys growing up?”
“Don’t know...” she mumbled, nestling up against the warm, moving body holding her. She didn’t know why he wanted her to keep talking. All she wanted was to sleep and let the darkness envelop her. But he called her pretty, so she couldn’t just tell him to stop.
“Okay, what do you want? You want to be a girl all the time, right? Imagine turning into a girl right now.”
“Am… girl...”
“Yes you are. Just focus on that. Yvette? Yvette!”
She tried to listen, but she couldn’t talk back anymore. All she could do was let the darkness win and envelop her, letting the warmth of her guardian carry her off to sleep. She just wished she knew why Gervas seemed so panicked. She’d never been more comfortable.
Chapter 16
 
 
 
Yvette groaned, her eyes slowly beginning to open.
She felt incredible. There was no more pain. The bed she was laying on felt as if it was made of silk, the fabric flowing around her. She tried to remember where she was, but all she could draw was a blank. She looked around and stopped when her eyes fell on Gervas. He was asleep, sitting in a chair a few feet from the bed. She couldn’t imagine why he chose to rest there. The room she was in was massive, with at least a dozen other beds lined up against the wall.
“Gervas?” she asked softly. She jolted when all of the memories hit her like a hammer. Her stomach started to rebel when the memories of her stabbing Wimark flooded her mind. She tried to hold it back, but the vile memories assaulted her and she finally rolled over, gagging over the side of the bed. Her stomach was too empty, resulting in nothing more than painful dry heaving.
A hand was gently placed against her back, rubbing it softly. “It’s okay, it’s okay...” Gervas whispered.
Slowly, the revulsion and horror began to die down and she found herself able to focus on the hand on her back, not on the act she had committed. The heaving stopped and she closed her eyes, going limp on the bed. “I killed him...” she whispered.
“He was going to kill us.”
“I still… I...”
“It’s not your fault. If you hadn’t, we’d have both died. Plenty of other people already had,” he said gently, while his hand moved in tight circles along her back. “It’s okay. It’s not easy the first time.”
“You wanted me to do this to you?”
“You didn’t hesitate this time, did you?”
She shook her head. At least, she didn’t think she hesitated. It was all a blur. She was stabbing and fighting for not just her life, but for both their lives. She felt another bout of nausea wash over her and she focused on the hand again. “Where are we?”
“The vault. We made it here, thanks to you.”
“I feel both amazing and like I’m going to be sick forever. How long was I unconscious?”
“We escaped last night,” he whispered gently. “It’s...” He glanced across the room, a small window revealed the horizon, a beautiful shade of purple and orange. “Dusk, now. I think. I drifted off this morning once I… I’m sorry. I tried to stay awake so you’d have me when you woke up. I didn’t mean to fall asleep.”
She nodded and slowly sat up, holding the blanket tight against her chest before leaning forward, placing her head against his chest. “Thank you...” she whispered.
“I didn’t do much. I--”
“I’d be dead if not for you.”
“You were…” He trailed of and shook his head. There was a light creaking from across the room, drawing both their gaze.
The woman who walked into the room drew Yvette’s breath away. The woman looked nearly twice her age, at least, with long hair that had likely long since turned gray by the time Yvette had even been born. However, despite her great age the only wrinkles on her face were smile lines. She walked with a dignity and grace that Yvette could only one day hope to have, a firmness in each step and movement that rivaled that of women a fourth her age.
The woman didn’t hesitate, walking down to the two of them. Her eyes glimmered like silver, filled with wisdom that Yvette would have to spend a lifetime gathering, yet warm and kind. Just looking at the older woman made her feel calm, as if everything was going to be okay now that she was here. However, most impressive of all was the purple robe she wore. Covered in arcane runes, it seemed to catch every speck of light in the room, glimmering off it as if it was made of silver or gold.
Yvette glanced to Gervas and noticed he looked frustrated and annoyed, staring at the elder woman intently. She turned back to the majestic woman.
“How are you feeling, Yvette? I was told that was what you preferred to be called?” the woman offered.
“Yes, I’m Yvette. I’m a girl,” she said softly, gripping Gervas a little tighter while she stared. She felt her stomach knotting. She didn’t want this woman, of all people, to get mad at her for this assertion.
Instead, the mage nearly nodded. “Of course. Well then, Yvette. I am Grandmaster Cecily. A pleasure to meet you. I hear I have you to thank for dealing with Wimark.”
She nodded softly. “He tried to kill us.”
“Indeed, he even succeeded,” Cecily said with a shake of her head. “I think I managed to repair most of the damage but… well... If you feel any oddities, please let me know. Pulling someone from the brink like that can cause issues.”
Yvette let out a soft whimper. “I… died?”
“For a few seconds, yes. The magic to bring you back was not easy on your body. When I got my hands on you, you were past the point of no return for less experienced mages.”
“Am I going to die again? Is this just a--”
“No, no, it isn’t necromancy,” Cecily said with a light laugh. “Heavens no. It was only a few moments, child. There are methods even without magic that can bring one back from that. But the damage was still quite severe, so please take care to let me know if anything feels wrong. And, accordingly, does anything?”
Yvette looked down at herself, then up at Gervas. She slowly shook her head. “Everything feels as good… no, better than it ever has.”
“Wonderful, that is a relief. I’d hate to have had you deal with this nasty issue of mine and then left you the less for it,” she said with a light laugh that warmed Yvette’s heart.
“Who was he? Master Wimark?”
Cecily’s smile wavered and she shook her head. “He was a fool. He visited the vault a few months ago, though I never would have imagined he had such an atrocity planned. If I had known, I never would have allowed him to leave.”
“Of course not,” Yvette said quickly. “But what was he after?”
“I am the guardian of the vault. I cannot abandon this place and leave it unprotected. He was likely hoping that he could drive me off, perhaps even defeat me. We were aware that something was going on. Someone was attacking those who came and left the vault, but we had no idea who until now. A number of my apprentices had been captured by him and...”
“Sacrificed?”
The aged mage gave a small nod, her lips tightening for a few moments. She then shook her head. “It is my fault. I never should have sent any of them to deal with what I believed were just foolish bandits.”
“If you had gone, perhaps this could have been stopped a lot sooner,” Gervas said.
“Gervas!” Yvette said quickly, her eyes widening. She could see the other mage cringe back from the words.
“It is quite alright, I understand his frustration,” Cecily said before shaking her head. “But I cannot leave my post for any reason, that is the oath I have taken. You, of all people, know that Gervas. To leave the treasures here undefended could be far more destructive than the work of a hundred fallen mages.”
“Instead, people die so you don’t have to deal with an issue only you are capable of stopping,” Gervas said.
Yvette shook her head. “I’m so sorry, please ignore him. He doesn’t understand,” she said quickly. She reached out and pinched his side. “Thank you, Grandmaster Cecily, for everything. Would you please leave me to talk with my guardian?”
“Of course,” the mage said before turning back towards the door. She paused for a moment before glancing back. Her eyes were filled with amusement and something else Yvette couldn’t identify. “While I do understand the ahhh… excitement you both feel, do be careful. Not all mages of my rank are quite so accepting of relationships forming between younger mages and their guardians. It is still quite the taboo to allow such desires to interfere with your growth.”
Yvette’s eyes widened. “W-what? We’re not in a relationship!” she said quickly, pulling away from Gervas, unable to ignore the redness that flooded his face.
“We are not. But, if we were, it would be no business of yours, grandmaster,” Gervas snapped, his voice filled with a sharp edge Yvette hadn’t heard from him before.
“Of course you’re not,” Cecily said before she started walking again. “Even if nothing can come of it, do remember the position you both hold. Especially you, Gervas,” She stepped out from the room, closing the door lightly behind her.
“W-we’re not in a… YOU don’t think we’re in one, do you?” she asked, staring up at him.
He blinked a few times and glared down at her. “Of course not. My job is to protect you. My interest is nothing more than that.” That edge filled those words as well.
“Right! And I just need you to protect me. That’s all. She’s just reading into things too much.”
“Exactly. That’s what she does,” Gervas said before getting to his feet. “How are you feeling? Can you walk?”
“I can but ummm...”
“What?”
“I need my clothes...” she mumbled. “Where are they?”
“Here,” Gervas said before kneeling and reaching under the bed. He pulled out a small stack of garments.
At first, she thought they were hers. However, when she picked them up she realized they were a bit smaller and the stitching was set differently. On top of that, the coloration was a little lighter. “These… aren’t mine.”
“They’re not. After the fight, yours were so soiled in blood and torn up, she offered to get you a new one. I told her you’d prefer one like this, a girl’s robe. Because you’re a girl,” he said, before turning his back to her. “Get dressed and I’ll show you around.”
She nodded and stared up at him, smiling none the less. Slowly, she began to slide on the garments. “You know the worst thing about being a mage some days?”
“What?” he asked, glancing back.
“Since we’ve left home, I haven’t worn anything but these robes,” she said with a light chuckle. “I have a bag filled with other clothes and I haven’t had an opportunity to wear any of them.”
“Most people don’t change their garments that often. Especially not mages. People expect a mage to wear a robe.”
“True enough,” she mumbled. Once she was again covered, she swung her feet over the side of the bed and glanced down, quickly finding her boots on the ground. “You can look now,” she said before she pulled the boots on and began to tie them.
“How do you feel? Any pain? Anything?” Gervas asked before turning to face her.
“I feel amazing!” she said before jumping to her feet. A wave of light headedness washed over her and she stumbled forward. Gervas quickly moved in to grab her, holding her steady.
“Even if you feel good, don’t push yourself. You’ve still been through a lot, healing magic or not,” he whispered. “If not for that, you’d be dead.”
“Y-yeah,” she whispered before feeling herself steady. “You can let me go. Thank you. What happened?”
“You lost consciousness. I had to carry you out, but we weren’t very far out of the caverns when you fainted. I… thought you were dead,” he said softly. “They knew something was out here, they just didn’t know where. Wimark had already captured more than a few people, they just had no idea where he was or even who he was,” Gervas said with a shake of his head. “Redwood and Chestnut weren’t far, they’re too smart for that. Came straight to me once they were sure there wasn’t any danger. With them, I made my way towards the vault and ran into a pair of the grandmaster’s apprentices with an escort. They set off a message to the grandmaster and once we arrived, she took you back. After that there were a lot of questions. I told them everything I could, but I’m not sure they believed it.”
Yvette nodded, glancing towards the door once more. “She seemed okay with me being Yvette.”
“She had some concerns about your clothing choices. I convinced her that you were Yvette, nobody else,” Gervas said, his cheeks turning red.
She nodded slowly. “Do you think we can trust her?”
“No. She’s not...” He gave a soft sigh. “No. She’s not one of the good ones.”
Yvette stared up at him, a frown on her face. She suspected there was something he wasn’t telling her, but she let it go for now. “I see,” she whispered. “You can let me go.”
“Are you sure? You’re not going to fall over again, are you? You just almost died, I don’t want to risk it again.”
“I’m fine, I swear,” she said, trying and failing to stop the blush from coloring her cheeks darker. “Can you show me around? I’ve never been here before.”
“There’s not a lot to see,” he said with a small chuckle. “But come on.” He took her hand, making the red in her cheeks only darken, and pulled her after him.
Her mind wandered to what Cecily said. In a relationship with him? There was absolutely no way she could be in one. She couldn’t think of a single reason he’d even be interested in someone like her. He’d spent so much of his life around mages, most likely more impressive than her. Ones without her unique issue, as well. But there was also the way Gervas talked about the elder mage, had what she said upset him so much? Maybe he did have feelings like that and now he was mad that they’d been noticed?
She shook her head. She couldn’t even consider such a thing until she had managed to succeed. There was a long, hard road ahead of her. She couldn’t allow someone else to get dragged into it, especially not him. If she wanted to be herself, she had to be willing to deal with the consequences alone.
Gervas was just a friend, she reminded herself. Someone who seemed to truly understand her. Accept her. She’d never give that up for anyone. But she couldn’t tell him the full truth until she’d succeeded.
“This is the great hall,” he said, snapping her from her thoughts.
“What?”
He motioned forward. He’d taken her to a massive chamber filled with three tables. Each table seemed to be made of a single mass of stone, as if it was risen from the ground itself, with stone benches on either side. They were dozens of feet long, spanning the entirety of the hall. “While we’re here, this is where we’ll be having our meals.”
“Is there that many people?” she whispered, staring at the tables. They could easily have fit a hundred people at them.
“Not right now, no. But I’ve been here at times where there were so many people this chamber could have been filled three or four times over, even with people standing. Are you hungry?”
“A little bit.”
He pulled her to the nearest table and motioned for her to sit, before turning and leaving through the door they’d come through. She sat down and gave a soft sigh, glancing around. The hall was almost entirely empty, only a few mages in the apprentice robes were sitting far across the room.
Occasionally they glanced at her, but kept their heads low and avoided meeting her gaze. It took her a few moments to realize why.
She was a journeyman now. Less than a month ago she would have been the same way. Keeping her head down, doing everything she could to avoid drawing attention to herself unless called on by a higher ranking mage to speak up. She glanced down at her blue robes and gave a soft sigh.
It had been such a short time, yet she had already almost died twice. Both times it was only thanks to Gervas that she had managed to survive. The first time had been an accident that had gotten worse. The second time was caused by a fellow mage. Even if she could get the spell, would it make a difference?
Could she do this on her own? If anyone found out, she’d be an enemy of mages everywhere. A fallen mage who had abandoned their ways in order to pursue her own, selfish goals. She wouldn’t be welcomed anywhere. Any mage who knew who she was would do their best to end her themselves.
How would she possibly be able to do this on her own? It all suddenly felt so daunting and impossible, as if she was trying to climb a steep mountain with an arm and leg tied behind her back and no magic. Just the thought made her feel like crying.
If it was impossible, if she couldn’t fight this alone, what would she do? Could she accept being this way? Could she accept never being able to be herself fully? Those scant moments where she was able to be fully herself, fully a girl, felt so incredible she couldn’t imagine ever giving them up.
But it also felt wonderful when she was near Gervas. When he defended her and said she was a girl. When he treated her as the woman she was. She slowly put a hand over her heart and gave a soft, happy sigh.
He’d made a few mistakes. But he was trying. He believed in her. Supported her. Protected her. She knew it was such a minor thing, but it made this burden feel so much lighter to have someone who didn’t add to it. Who even helped her carry it sometimes.
Why did she have to choose between one or the other?
“You seem to be thinking rather hard,” Gervas’ voice cut through her thoughts, making her jump.
“What?” she asked, turning to see him. He slid a plate in front of her before dropping a few utensils on top of it.
“Here. Eat this. Don’t ask what it is.”
She eyed it for a moment, unable to even guess. It was some kind of meat, that she knew. But it was bright red. She timidly cut off a small piece before placing it into her mouth. It was a bit sweet and spicy, but good. Very moist and practically melting in her mouth. She swallowed before looking to him. “What is it?”
“Trust me. Don’t ask.”
“But--”
“Just enjoy the meal.”
She nodded, glancing to his own plate that had a similar meal on it. He didn’t have any issue cutting into it and eating, she didn’t see why she should. She devoured the meal, surprising herself at how hungry she suddenly felt. All of the fighting and healing had taken more out of her than she’d initially realized. Before she knew it, her plate was empty and she felt a small pang of hunger in her stomach, staring sadly at the empty plate.
“Still hungry?” he asked with a light chuckle.
“W-what? No, I--” She was cut off when he slid his plate onto hers, his meal only half eaten.
“Here. You were making those sad eyes at your plate.”
“I-I was not. I can’t eat this, you--”
“I’m not the one who just woke up from nearly dying. If you are hungry, eat. You still have to recover.”
“But--”
“No arguments. I will force feed you it if I have to. Wounds like that take a lot to heal.”
She nodded and slowly cut into the meal, her cheeks burning.
“What were you thinking about?” he asked, smiling across the table at her.
She paused for a moment before swallowing another mouthful. “How much harder this entire ordeal would have been if it wasn’t for you. I’d have died twice now if not for you.”
“Five times.”
She paused, eyeing him. “Wait, what? I was only stabbed and--”
“Trust me. There were three more times you came really close to doing something dangerous that, if I hadn’t stopped you, you wouldn’t have survived.”
“Like when?” she asked, glaring at him.
“You were eyeing some red berries on the side of the road a few hours after we left.”
She shrugged. “I don’t remember that,”
“They were poisonous. Then there was the roads themselves. Mages by themselves are easy targets. Despite all your magic, all it takes is a simple arrow or a club to the back of the head and you’re out. Didn’t you wonder why I chose this particular path to get us here?”
Yvette flushed. She hadn’t thought much about why he’d chosen this path. It hadn’t been the shortest path from home to here, but it hadn’t been a long enough journey for her to really worry about it. “Because it was easy? Just follow along the forest edge?”
“Because people tend to avoid hiding in those woods. Too many rumors of monsters. That fear usually makes this one of the safest routes since so many people avoid it. Things like that are the reason I was hired to begin with. Not to mention you’re kind of… well...”
“What?”
“Helpless on your own.”
“I-I am not! I’ve been working very hard to--”
“Not you specifically. Mages.”
“We have magic! We study our whole lives to--”
“To learn arcane arts, all those different spells and abilities. But you don’t learn a lot more, do you? How to setup a tent, for example?” he asked, his lips turning into a cocky smile. “Or hunt?”
She sunk a little in her chair and shook her head. “Well, no, we--”
“That’s why guardians like me exist. You mages don’t ever learn to take care of yourselves. If you were left out to your own devices? You’d be dead in a week. Likely less. It’s not easy keeping you lot safe.”
Yvette lowered her eyes and gave another soft sigh. “I’m sorry.”
“But some of you are worth it. Ones like you, at least.”
“You think I’m worth it?” she asked, her heart beating a little faster.
“I’d be dead now if not for you. There aren’t a lot of mages I know who’d put on a magevoid bracer. You’re definitely one of the good ones,” he said with a light chuckle. “Now, hurry up, finish your food and I’ll take you to the vault.”
She nodded, polishing off the meat before getting quickly to her feet. While she still felt a little hungry, the draw of the vault was too much for her to ignore. He chuckled and rose a bit slower, leading her away. This time when she walked the halls, she paid a bit more attention. The halls she walked through seemed to be carved through the stone, rather than the massive slabs that her master’s tower were made from. Even more than that, it felt hot. At times she noticed that the walls were caked in a black, shiny stone. It took her a few minutes to realize what it was.
Obsidian. It was with a start she finally realized that she wasn’t in a massive cave. She was inside the volcano itself. She’d known that part of the vault was inside the volcano, but she’d never imagined the entire structure would be.
That realization made something else spring to her mind. She could see clearly, despite there being no torches or windows to let the sunlight in. Everything was illuminated as if by a light of its own. She closed her eyes for a moment and reached out.
She almost fell over, having to reach out and grip Gervas by his tunic. “Yvette? What’s wrong? Are you okay?” he asked, quickly turning around and gripping her by her shoulders. “Do you need to sit down?”
“No,” she whispered. “I’m fine.” She mentally berated herself for her foolishness. When she’d woken up, she’d been so disoriented she hadn’t noticed. By the time she could, it had just been there and she hadn’t thought much about it.
But when she reached out, she could feel the raw magic surging through this place. Magic so powerful it could almost be touched. Stronger than anything she had ever felt. Yet so subtle that it was easy to ignore unless you tried to find it. It was just there, waiting.
Slowly she pulled away from him and gave a sheepish smile. “Thank you.”
“If you’re not feeling well, we can--”
“I’m fine, really,” she said with a shake of her head. “Please, let’s go.”
He nodded and continued walking down the hall.
She didn’t doubt this place truly was the birthplace of magic. All of that power she felt throbbing through the walls, yet somehow it was still so subtle that unless she tried to feel it, it almost seemed faded.
“Well well, feeling better I take it?” Cecily asked when the two entered another chamber. This chamber was only about half the size of the great hall, with a few connecting hallways like the one they had come through. However, there was another tunnel off on their right that she could see opened up to the outside world. It gazed out over the land, allowing her to see the trees, fields and road they had taken to get here, as well as a few other roads that connected with it. On the left side of the chamber she could see Cecily standing in front of a massive, metal door covered in arcane runes, some so faded she couldn’t even make them out.
Those she could make out were obvious, though. Protection charms. There were more charms on that door than she’d ever seen in the entirety of her apprenticeship.
“Yes,” Yvette said softly. “Gervas is showing me around. What’s in there?” she asked gently.
“The vault. I knew you’d find your way here eventually,” the elder woman said before lightly patting the door. “I assume you want to see what’s within it?”
“Y-yes! If I could!” she said, before glancing to Gervas. “Is that--”
“It’s why we came here, isn’t it? Inspiration?” he asked. He then leaned in and whispered to her ear. “Just be careful.” Before she could ask why, he pulled away from her. “I’ll leave you two to it.”
“Oh? Are you sure? You’re more than welcome to join us,” Cecily offered.
“I’ve seen it enough,” he said curtly before turning and walking back down the hall they’d come.
“Of course you have.” The aged mage shook her head, before turning towards the door. “Yvette, was it? If you’d come with me.”
Yvette slowly walked forward, glancing back towards the hall Gervas had headed down. “Why doesn’t he want to come?”
“Oh, he’s just bitter, I suppose,” Cecily said before she reached into her robe and pulled out a key.
Yvette stared, her mouth falling open at the sight of it. It seemed to be crafted of gold, with diamond teeth on the edge. “Is that...”
“The key to the vault,” Cecily said with a chuckle. “The one and only. As far as I can imagine, what Wimark had been after.” She slid it into the solid door. Despite there being no hole, it slid in easily and, with a turn, the door began to creak and groan before it began to, very slowly, open towards them. The grandmaster pulled the key free, leaving the door still solid. “It is my duty, as well as the duty of all grandmasters who guarded this vault before me, to keep it safe at all times. The only way into the vault.”
Yvette nodded slowly, watching the key disappear back into the woman’s robes, a single thought going through her mind.
She had to get that key. Somehow.
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The door opened into another stony chamber, however the heat rushing out from the room gave her pause. Some of the walls were cracked and allowed lava to seep out and down into holes in the floor, while other walls were entirely coated in molten rock.
The chamber itself split into two paths and, once the two stepped inside the room, the door slammed shut behind them.
“W-what?” Yvette asked, glancing back at the door. “Is it--”
“No one may enter or leave without this key,” Cecily said firmly before tapping her robe. “Don’t worry. It is merely another precaution we have to ensure that these ancient relics are protected. Now come with me.”
Yvette nodded and followed the woman down the hall. “It’s so hot and stuffy in here. Is it safe?”
“Indeed. Were it not for the spells in place, very little could survive in here for long. Many have tried to break into this chamber in the past, to meet a rather quick and often painful fate. Our precautions may be somewhat over zealous, but they are for good reason.” They came to a split in the path, the elder woman turning to the right. “If you have any questions, please feel free to ask them. I’ll admit, it’s not very often I get to give one to one tours of the vault, we usually have larger groups when there are visitors.”
“Of course,” Yvette said, her heart pounding faster. The path turned down a narrow hall and she froze. On either side of the hall were pillars holding ancient treasures. A golden, gem encrusted staff, a chainmail hauberk that was made of a glowing blue material, a strange, stone disk. Dozens of other treasures lined the hall on all sides, most of which she couldn’t recognize. “I don’t know any of these. What are they?” she asked.
“I’m not surprised. These are some of our oldest treasures. This, for example...” Cecily stopped and motioned to the staff. “Was the staff of Grandmaster Zane. The first mage. Have you heard his story before?”
Yvette nodded, staring at the staff in wonder. It was clean and polished, yet if it was truly his it had to be over a millenia old. “I’ve only heard a little. He was here when magic first came into our world, wasn’t he? And he drove back the great dragon, Akaziah?”
“Yes. Over a thousand years ago,” the woman said softly. “Akaziah, the first being of magic in our world. When magic first filled our world, they say it flowed as a solid mass, erupting and covering the world in darkness for what felt like an eternity. Monsters that are common to us now had never been seen. In a matter of years, humanity had been driven from many of their kingdoms, having left nothing in their wake. The most powerful of these monsters was Akaziah.” She shook her head and motioned towards another pedestal holding a single black scale. “Grandmaster Zane was said to have appeared on this volcano on that day as well, however. If anyone knows where he came from, the records have long been lost. Some believe he was a god, others believe a student of the gods. Some even claim that he came from a future of our world, once magic had been learned and developed.”
“That’s not possible, is it?” Yvette asked.
“For a mage who was powerful enough and knew the right spell? Perhaps. I’ve never met one who could go back for more than a minute, and even that was not something he could do easily. To go back so many years? Doubtful. However, he took many students and taught them the ways of magic. To his greatest student, he gave this staff.” Cecily chuckled and shook her head. “Now? It is merely gold and jewels. If there was any power in it, it has long since faded. However, wars have been waged over such an artifact, for what it represents. When the Mage’s Association was created and the vault with it, it was the first of many sacred treasures. Now come with me.”
She nodded, staring in awe at the staff. She’d only heard bits and pieces of Zane’s story, though she’d never heard the theory of him coming from a future. With each treasure, Cecily told her small bits of information, who they had belonged to, where they had come from. Some of them, like the staff, had long since lost their power while many more were on their last remaining dregs.
“I guess I understand what Gervas meant,” Yvette said.
Cecily paused and glanced back. “What he meant? What did he say?”
“He didn’t see the point of most of these, since they’d long since lost their power.”
“Yvette, I would be careful what you believe from Gervas.”
“What? Why?” she asked, turning to the aged mage.
“He has never seen mages such as you and I in the best light. Even as a child he often had harsh things to say about our kind. His years as a guardian has only seemed to harden that belief.”
Yvette nodded. “He seems to feel that way about most nobles, as well,” she mumbled.
“I cannot say I am surprised. The vast majority of mages are of noble birth, after all. Many mages won’t even take on an apprentice unless they come from such a family.” Cecily shook her head. “He is a skilled guardian. Many mages I’ve met would not be alive if not for him. But his views can be rather harsh.”
She nodded slowly. “How long have you known him?”
“Since he was born.”
Yvette stumbled, then, her hand covering her mouth. “W-what? How did you know him then? Was he born here?”
Cecily laughed, shaking her head and covering her mouth with a hand. “Oh, of course not, silly child. I was merely a master when he was born, my tasks were far simpler then.” The woman gave a soft sigh. “He has asked me not to discuss this, however.”
“What? Discuss what? Did something happen between you and him?”
“I suppose in a manner. Do not tell him I told you. He would much rather nobody knew. But he is my grandson.”
That made her freeze in place, her eyes widening. “W-what? He’s your WHAT? But he never mentioned that you were his--” And then her cheeks turned scarlet. “G-grandmaster Cecily! I swear, I wasn’t, I have no relationship with your, with Gervas. He’s merely my guardian! That’s all!”
The woman chuckled and shook her head. “Don’t be frightened. It is hardly uncommon for guardians and mages to have a temporary relationship. I doubt you’d be the first. Besides, he was very, very steadfast in explaining that you were, in fact, a girl. To make such assertions he must have very strong feelings for you.”
“I-I am!” Yvette said quickly, feeling that old annoyance burgeoning inside.
“Of course you are, dear. There’s no need to go to such lengths for his affection, if that is what you are afraid of. It’s not entirely unheard of for those of the same gender. I had often wondered if Gervas had--”
“I’M A GIRL!” Yvette screamed, the annoyance blossoming into full anger. “Why can’t any of you understand this? Do you think I want to be this way? Do you think I put up with always having to FIGHT for it every time I go anywhere because I--” She stopped in mid sentence when she realized the elder woman was just eyeing her with a look of mild amusement on her face. “Err. I’m… sorry for yelling, Grandmaster Cecily.”
“It’s quite alright, Yvette. I’d just think on what I’ve said. If this is what you enjoy doing, then I see no reason to stop you. Now then, this coin is--”
Yvette gave another soft, exasperated sigh. She didn’t enjoy this. She hated this. She wished she could be like every other girl and not have to fight just to be what she was. She couldn’t imagine why anyone would think her desire for a relationship with anyone would make her want to endure these challenges.
Her frustration was driven from her mind, however, when they turned another corner and a thick, golden tome could be seen. Her breath caught and she barely resisted the urge to run off towards it. She felt her heart pound ever faster with every step they took closer.
Finally, they stopped in front of it for a moment. “This is the tome of forbidden spells,” Cecily said. “A collection of two hundred and seventy-three spells deemed too destructive and dangerous for any but the most trustworthy of mages to know.”
“Wait, two hundred and… I-I thought there were only a few!” Yvette asked, staring at the thick tome.
“Perhaps at first. But new magic is created all the time. That is the cycle of us mages. Apprentices are taught the basics, how to create their magic, the groundwork. Then journeymen such as yourself find a home and develop their craft, honing it. Often, you’ll develop magic that has been known for centuries. Either by practice or research. Most never go further. However, by the time those select few do become masters, they have often created three or four new spells. Many of them are, of course, useless outside of very specific circumstances. Some are valuable and recorded, taught to other mages. Some, however, are too dangerous to allow to spread. There are also the spells masters develop. Then there are all of the spells that, while different, the end result is the same and they must be forbidden as well. I wouldn’t fret too much, young journeyman. Most of the spells couldn’t be performed except by a mage specialized in their type, even if they knew all of the requirements.”
Yvette nodded, staring at the heavy tome. Inside it rested the recipe for her transformation. The spell that would allow her to be herself, forever. Permanent transformation. It took almost all of her willpower to avoid running forward, grabbing the book and trying to flee. Even if she could get away, she’d be trapped in the chamber with Cecily. There would be no way she could find the spell before she was captured.
Her heart burned with need however. She was so close to her hope. To her escape. To her cure. She wanted to get down on her hands and knees to beg the grandmaster to let her have the spell.
But if she did that, if she let the grandmaster know what she had planned, then she would never have a chance to find it.
They continued on, Cecily showing more of the relics, not that Yvette could bring herself to care. Her hope was there, waiting for her to grab it. She just had to find out how.
“Did you find the inspiration you were looking for?” Cecily asked once they passed the final relic and began to pass empty pillars waiting for new, future relics to hold.
“I think so,” Yvette said softly. “Is it okay if we stay here a few more days?”
“Of course. It has been a while since we’ve had a fresh journeyman stay in these halls. I would be delighted to have the pair of you.”
“Thank you,” Yvette said with a respectful bow of her head before they walked back into the entrance of the vault, coming down the path opposite the one they had started down.
While the grandmaster began to open the door, Yvette found her mind racing, searching for a plan she could use to get her hands on that key. If she could just get a few hours alone with that book, she could one day fix herself.
Chapter 18
 
 
 
Yvette chewed on her lower lip, eyeing her journal held open in her lap. She fiddled with the tip of her quill and tried to come up with something that could be useful.
They’d been here nearly a week now and she’d come no closer to getting her hands on the spell. She and Gervas had been given a guest bedroom and, every day, she had spent as much time as she could around Cecily.
Not that it had done any good. She’d come up with excuse after excuse to bother the elder mage and even gone down the chamber housing the relics more times than she could count. Fortunately, Cecily seemed more than willing to answer any questions she had, even about the most simple spells.
The mage had even been kind enough to send a message to check on Ferant. To her delight, it seemed he was making a full recovery, though Lady Isouda had sent a letter filled with apologies and how she hoped they would visit again, how sorry she was that they had to leave on important business. The woman had even sent Gervas’ spear, shield and gloves along with the message. Yvette was starting to wonder if maybe her guardian just was a bit overly paranoid. Even with that news he seemed untrusting of the woman.
She shook her head and focused on the task at hand, trying to stop her mind from wandering. The key never left Cecily’s person, no matter where she went. The only time the woman might possibly take it off was when she went to bed. But the grandmaster’s room had so many enchantments on it that Yvette didn’t dare try to get in, knowing it would possibly be the end of her.
She’d come up with a dozen ideas, all of which were crossed out and borderline suicidal. Any attempt to use magic on the other woman would have been incredibly foolish. She could, possibly, try to steal it without her noticing. But she had no idea how.
Yvette let out a low growl of frustration.
“Are you okay?” Gervas’ voice shattered her thoughts and she quickly closed her book before looking up at him.
“Yes! I’m fine! I’m fine. I’m definitely fine. How long have you been there? When did you get here?” she asked, panic rising in her.
“Was that your journal?” he asked with an amused smile. “Don’t worry, I didn’t see anything.”
Yvette let out a sigh of relief, hugging the book to her chest. “Good. It’s private.”
“Of course. I’d never read a girl’s journal.”
“You’d read a guy’s?”
“Well, no. But I thought you’d appreciate it more if I said it that way.”
Her cheeks went a little red. “I do. What are you doing here?”
“I’m curious how long you plan for us to stay. If you plan to wait here until my contract is out, you’re welcome to. But you’ve still got plenty you wanted to see before then, haven’t you?” Despite his words, she noticed the tension in his face, the way his arms clenched when they were crossed. She suspected he wanted to leave as soon as possible.
She sighed and lowered her eyes. “I’m just busy. That’s all. I’m learning a lot.”
“You can learn more by seeing the world.”
“Do you want to leave?”
“Why would I want to leave? I’m just trying to help you. That’s all.”
Yvette slowly shook her head. “Because she’s your grandmother. Is that why you want to leave?”
Gervas tensed up, giving a light shudder. “I told her not to tell you that...”
“Not tell me that? Why?”
“Any of my clients. I’m her grandson, but that doesn’t mean we’re connected,” he said firmly.
“She seems nice.”
“Lots of people seem nice until you get to know them,” he said coldly. “What does this have to do with anything?”
Her eyes moved up to stare at him. “Nothing. I’m sorry. I don’t… know. I’m not ready to leave you. Yet. I don’t know when I will be. I just need to be here a little bit longer. I’m sorry, please be patient.”
Gervas sat down on the bed, making it bounce lightly. “Yvette, what’s going on? You haven’t been yourself in days. You don’t smile, you barely eat. You’re always talking with the grandmaster, but not about anything important. Half the day you hide in this room. What are you planning?”
“N-nothing. I’m just still trying to find my inspiration. I’m not the only mage who has stayed here this long. She said I could stay here as long as I want, I--”
“What inspiration?” he asked, his eyes narrowing and making her tense up.
“What?”
“What inspiration are you looking for? Yvette, I haven’t known you very long but even I can tell that something is wrong. What has you so tense and upset?”
Her eyes widened. Was it possible she was that noticeably nervous? What if Cecily could tell? She stared up at him before softly clearing her throat, glancing to the door to make sure it was closed. She reached down to her bracer and tapped it, before waving her hand towards the door. For a moment, a dark fog enveloped it, before disappearing. A simple spell to dampen any sound from leaving the room. “If I tell you… will you promise to never tell anyone?”
“What?” he asked, glancing down at her arm. “Yvette, what are you--”
“Promise me. Swear to me you’ll never tell anyone. Swear you won’t try to stop me. Even if it is a stupid idea.”
He sighed and then, slowly, he reached out and patted her on the head. “You are considering it, aren’t you?”
“What?” she asked.
“Stealing from the vault.”
She jerked, her arms tightening around her book. “I-I don’t--”
“I’m not stupid, Yvette. Did you forget our little talk? The only spell that can turn you, fully, into yourself is a forbidden one, isn’t it?”
Yvette slowly nodded. “Yes.”
“I was hoping you wouldn’t be that desperate. That you wouldn’t try anything so stupid,” he muttered.
“Are you going to tell Grandmaster Cecily?”
“Wouldn’t that be a fine thank you?” he asked. “You save my life from being sacrificed to some golem, then I turn you over to be executed.”
She cringed and nodded. “Possibly.”
“You won’t give this up, will you?” he asked. “You’re a girl now, this risk isn’t worth it. Your chances are--”
“Even if I had no chance at all, I have to try,” Yvette whispered. “I can’t not try. I can’t give in and just accept this. I just want to be right, even if nobody else wants me to. I… I won’t ask you to help. I know it’s… I know it’s dangerous. If I’m caught, I won’t tell her you know, either. Just if you know any way I can get that key from her. Some weakness I missed. If I could just get one chance to be myself, I… I...”
Gervas shook his head. “There’s one way. I… I’ll help you.”
Her heart leaped. “Y-you will?”
“I suspected you’d try this. I’ve been going over an idea for a while. It won’t be easy. But… tonight. Head to your room early. Don’t come out until far later in the evening, after the apprentices would have gone to sleep. Then just come down to the great hall.”
“Great hall? Why? What are you going to do?”
“Just trust me. You’ll only have an hour or two to get in and out. Okay? So just be careful. Do not let anyone see you. Promise me. If you’re going to do something stupid and reckless, you’re going to do it with my help and do it my way. Understand?”
“I will! I promise,” she said quickly, her heart pounding. She couldn’t believe he was going to help her.
“Good.” He reached out once more and pat her on the head. “Yvette? Don’t think you ever have to do any of this alone. Okay? I told you. My job is to help keep you safe.”
Her stomach did another small flip and she felt her face grow warm. “T-thank you. For everything. I never could have asked for a better guardian.”
“No one could. I’ll see you tonight,” he said before getting to his feet and walking towards the door. He paused a moment in the frame. “Are you sure you want to do this? If you fail--”
“I have to try. I can’t accept the way things are,” she said firmly.
“Then good luck.”
 
------
 
Yvette paced back and forth across her room, trying to push down the waves of anxiety washing over her. As terrified as she was of failure, she found one thought that kept creeping into her mind that was, somehow, worse. If anything happened to Gervas, how could she ever forgive herself?
Her arms clutched her journal tightly to her chest, her mind racing through their earlier discussion. He was going to help her. Nobody had EVER wanted to help her in this. To take on the risk. To support her.
She wasn’t doing this alone. For the first time in her life, she felt as if she had backup. Somebody was truly on her side and willing to help her achieve her goal. Help her be herself. Not empty platitudes or useless advice. Actual aid.
Her eyes went moist at the thought, though she quickly tried to blink it away.
She wasn’t alone. She was truly not alone. She had someone she could count on who accepted her and wanted to help her. Even if he was her guardian, she knew this went so far above what he was required to do that she never knew how she could thank him.
She swore if she somehow made it through tonight, she’d find some way to thank him, even if it took her a lifetime once she was fully herself. She glanced at the candle in her room, counting the marks it had gone down now. Satisfied, she slowly opened the door to her room and peered outside.
The hall was empty.
Yvette let out a soft sigh of relief and started walking down the hall, careful to make as little noise as possible and praying to the gods she wouldn’t accidentally awaken anyone else. She focused intently, listening for the sound of anyone else walking the halls at night.
She heard the light sound of boots on stone and quickly moved to one of the doorways. With a small spell she formed the sound dampening fog over the door before opening it and sliding inside, leaving it open just a crack.
The steps got louder and louder until one of the guards walked past, a spear held in their hands. He didn’t even look towards the door, a bored, tired expression on his face when he walked by. She let out a sigh of relief before glancing back at the room she’d entered. Another one of the guest rooms, mercifully empty. Once the sound of footsteps disappeared she slid out from the room and continued her journey down the hall.
She didn’t run into any more guards on the way to the Great Hall and let out a sigh of relief when she finally stepped into the room. She froze at the sight before her.
Only Cecily and Gervas were in the room. The table held a few empty tankards, with Grandmaster Cecily leaning over the table, her head resting on it. Gervas didn’t seem to be faring much better, holding his head in his hands. No one else was in the room. She jogged towards the two. “What happened?” she whispered once she was close enough for him to hear.
“Not so loud,” Gervas whispered.
“Is she drunk?” Yvette asked, sniffing one of the bottles and cringing at the strong, pungent scent.
“A bit. I mixed some things in with her drink. I had a little, but not as much. She’ll be out until morning,” he muttered. “Take the key and go.”
“What about you?” she asked, staring at the poor man. “Are you going to be okay?”
“Yes. Just get your spell and come back. If you’re fast, no one will ever even know you were there. Go!” he ordered.
She nodded before glancing to the grand master. Her cheeks burned a little redder when she tugged on the front of the woman’s robes, relieved to see that she wore a tunic under the robe as well. It took her only a moment to find the inner pocket and pull the key free, the elder woman not even moving. She eyed the grandmaster with awe. Cecily didn’t even snore, she just looked calm and peaceful.
“Yvette,” Gervas snapped. “Hurry it up.”
“Right,” she whispered, before sliding the key into an inner pocket of her own robe. Her heart did another leap before she turned and raced out from the room.
She just had to make it to the book. She had the key. Thanks to Gervas, it was all going to work out. She’d finally be able to be herself. She couldn’t believe how easy it all seemed now.
She passed by two more guards on the way, but her quieting spell proved to be invaluable. Before she knew it, she once again stood in front of the massive door housing the vault. With one final sound dampening spell, she inserted the key and turned, the door slowly opening. Once it was open enough for her to slide inside, she pulled the key free and waited a few moments for the door to close itself.
She heard no noises, no cries to stop. All she felt was a small breeze from the closing door.
She was inside the chamber. She’d made it into the vault. Her heart almost soared and she couldn’t resist letting out a small squeal of delight.
She’d done it. She’d finally done it. She raced down the hall, heedless of anything else. Finally, after so long, she’d be able to be herself. Within moments the golden book was within sight and she skidded to a stop, not even fully halted before she reached out, opening the massive tome.
The pages were a dazzling white, covered with swirling, arcane runes she didn’t recognize. Try as she might to focus on them, they seemed to dance across the page on their own in a pattern she couldn’t--
Horror coursed through her veins and she tried to look away, but found she couldn’t.
“Do you know the difference between apprentices, journeymen and masters?” Cecily’s voice echoed through the hall, filling the young mage with dread. “An apprentice admires their master and tries to learn all they can. A journeyman believes they know everything and ignores their master. And a master realizes just how little they know.”
Yvette found her body slowly closing the book on its own volition before she turned down the hall she had come. Cecily seemed to materialize out of the air, a frown of mild annoyance on her face.
“H-how? You… you were unconscious...” Yvette whispered, staring at her.
“Do you really believe I made it to the rank of grandmaster without knowing how to craft such a simple illusion?” the woman asked before shaking her head. “No, of course you did. Journeymen often are so simple. Those spells,” she said, before motioning to the book. “Did you really believe that we would protect them with nothing more than a single key? Did you believe we would protect any of these artifacts with just a key?”
Yvette’s heart felt as if it was sinking into the floor. “It’s not the… the...”
“The true spells? No. Only I have access to them, but they are protected by more than just a simple, physical key.” The elder woman walked forward, shaking her head. “You’re hardly the first journeyman to try and steal from the vault. But having my own grandson try to poison me? I never thought I’d see the day he became so foolish.” She held out her left hand and Yvette’s left arm slowly rose. “For your crimes against all mage kind, I hereby strip you of your rank.”
Yvette’s eyes widened before pain shot through her arm. Her bracer had erupted into fire, burning through the robes and leaving dark, red burns across her wrist. Across the back of her hand was a single rune. The mark of a fallen mage. She stared up at the woman, tears in her eyes.
“As per the laws of the Mage’s Association, you are hereby deemed a fallen mage.”
“Where are you sending me?” she whispered.
“That is yet to be determined, fallen mage,” Cecily said before reaching out with her staff, pressing the tip against Yvette’s forehead. Pain shot through the journeyman’s skull, making her let out another shriek of pain. “I hereby evoke my rights as Grandmaster Cecily, Golden Keeper of the Vaults. Against this traitor to all our kind, I demand only the truth. May your tongue speak true and condemn you for the deeds you have performed.” The staff was pulled back and Yvette stumbled away, her body under her control once again, though her tongue tingled.
“W-what did you do to me?” she asked softly.
Cecily stared at her with eyes filled with boredom. “Merely a truth spell. Now then, tell me. What is your name?”
“Yvette.”
The made the woman pause, her eyes narrowing. “Your name is Yvette? Not Tebaud?”
“MY NAME IS NOT TEBAUD! I’M NOT TEBAUD!” she screamed, her hands clenching into fists and shaking.
“I see. And who trained you?”
“Master Betan.”
“Did Gervas willingly aid you?”
Yvette’s eyes widened. She was going to be punished either way. But she could still help her guardian. “Yes.” Her heart nearly stopped. NO! No he didn’t! He hadn’t helped her! She’d enchanted him! Though, try as she did to say the lie, the words refused to come out, her tongue not obeying her.
“I see. Did you give him the poison to use against me?”
“No. I didn’t know what he planned to do tonight.” She internally screamed, trying to get her tongue to stop.
“Why did he help you?”
“I don’t know. Nobody else would have.”
“I’d have hoped he would have been wise enough to not, but it seems I overestimated him as well. Young fool...” Cecily muttered, a hand reaching up to pinch the bridge of her nose. “I knew that mindset of his would one day lead to trouble. Renouncing his talents only makes it easier to be tricked. Very well, I will deal with him later. Now you, young Yvette. Tell me everything you desired to steal from this vault.”
“The spell to make my transformation spell permanent.”
She saw a slight waiver in the elder mage’s eyes at that answer. “Why?”
“Because I want to be a girl. I want to change my form, permanently, so I can be a girl forever.”
Cecily nodded. “I see. What else did you wish to use it for.”
“Nothing. That was all.”
“What else did you wish to take from here, then? What other spell?”
“Nothing,” Yvette said softly.
“Did you wish to transform anyone else? Sell this spell?”
“No and no.”
Frustration etched the woman’s face now and she shook her head. “Why go to such lengths to do that? Why risk your very life for this? If you desired to be with my grandson, any male, there would be no need to go through such lengths.”
“Because I’m a girl and I want to stop feeling this way. Gervas had nothing to do with it, neither did anyone else.”
Cecily sighed. “I understand that--” Yvette couldn’t hold it in anymore, her anger exploded. She was so tired of hearing empty words like that.
“NO YOU DON’T!” Yvette screamed. “No one except Gervas has ever TRIED to understand!”
“Child, I don’t--”
“You don’t want to! Everyone thinks I’m weird or crazy or that it’s just something I’ll go through and one day stop. I-I thought it was. I really thought it was. I thought if I tried, I could get through it and it’d go away. I tried to be a man. I tried to be like I thought I was supposed to be. Every day I would wake up and just feel wrong. Every night I would pray to the stars that, somehow, I could just feel right for once. That this feeling, this wrongness would just go away. The only time it has ever faded was when I was a girl. You can’t see it though. You don’t understand. You can’t understand how it feels to just feel wrong. To feel like your entire body shouldn’t be this way. To stare at a girl and just feel jealous that you can’t be like them, to cry yourself to sleep because you can’t be like them. To want so badly to be right that you’d give up anything. And I will. I would. I have.”
The frown on Cecily’s face had faded, replaced by one of pity. “Oh Yvette… I see,” she whispered. “Perhaps you are right, I can’t understand. But I am not without mercy. I can understand why you felt you needed to do this, but our laws are clear. I will give you one chance. Make a vow to me, under the truth spell, that you will give up this quest of yours and never try to gain such forbidden magics again. Vow this and I will release you as a fallen mage and you may leave as you will. It is the best you can hope for.”
Yvette stared at the woman. There it was. A single, small hope. If she made this vow, she could leave. She’d survive, at the least. Being a fallen mage might not be so bad, if she--
But the very idea of giving up on being herself made her feel sick to the stomach. “No,” she whispered. “I can’t.”
“Yvette, if you cannot, the judgment I must cast is clear. We cannot allow a fallen mage to become a threat. Is this really worth your life?”
“This is my life,” Yvette said, staring into the woman’s eyes. “I never lived until I was Yvette. I won’t give up. I won’t stop fighting. I will never abandon my attempts to find this spell. If I have to travel the world and recreate it myself, I will. I don’t care if it takes me a hundred years. I’ll find a way to be myself. Because that is the only way I can live. I might not survive but I will do whatever I have to live.”
Cecily sighed and closed her eyes. “Very well. As you have deemed yourself a threat, there is only one thing I can. I, Grandmaster Cecily, Golden Keeper of the Vaults, hereby judge you as a traitor to all of our kind. The only punishment to be granted in this case is simple. Death.”
Yvette closed her eyes when the mage raised her staff, awaiting the final blow.
“As one who has stolen one of our forbidden spells, may any mage who finds you crossing their path end your miserable life.”
Yvette slowly opened her eyes. “Wait, what?” she asked.
Cecily shook her head and moved to the golden tome. She placed her palm over it and recited a few words under her breath that Yvette couldn’t make out. After a moment, a new tome appeared in place of the golden one. An ancient, black tome with strange ruins written into the cover.
“I don’t understand...” Yvette said softly.
“These spells are forbidden. The judgment for taking them are severe and I cannot revoke them.” The grandmaster shook her head. “But I am the judge. It is my duty to accept that, in some cases, exceptions must be made. I cannot break these rules, but I can bend them.” She flipped the book open before glancing towards her. “Do you hereby vow, under the truth spell, that you will never use this spell on anyone who does not wish it? Do you vow to never become like those who used this spell for their own cruel ends?”
“I… I vow...” Yvette whispered. “You’re going to let me… have it? But… I thought you were going to kill me.”
Cecily stopped on a page and motioned towards it. “I do not know if you’ll be able to cast it. I doubt you’ll ever be able to fully decipher it, or get all the components you need. But...” She gave a sigh and stepped back. “It would be cruel of me to not allow you the chance to try. Once you have the spell, however, you must flee from here. There will be others after you and you will likely die. Or worse. But if that is the path you must follow, I will not stop it.”
Yvette nodded and, slowly, stepped towards the book. She pulled out her journal and paused. “I can’t copy it,” she whispered, once again looking down to her burnt, red arm. The shock of the moment gone, the pain began to flood through it once more.
“Of course,” Cecily whispered before reaching out with her left hand. She gripped the Yvette’s wrist and the pain faded. However, once she pulled back a new bracer had formed on the arm.
One larger than her last and stained with blood. “W-wait, who’s was--”
“Wimark,” Cecily said softly. “Call it the spoils of a hard won battle. You’ll have many ahead of you, young mage, while traveling down this path.”
Yvette nodded, before tapping the bracer once more. She could feel all the different reagents hidden away within it, awaiting her to call them to the surface to cast her spells. However, for now she focused on a simple spell she’d known since she was an apprentice. With an excited, nervous heart she pulled out her journal and began to copy the spell over to it.
She didn’t know how long it would take her to decipher all of the requirements, but she now had everything she needed within her grasp. Her first step was complete. Once it was complete she let out a soft sigh of contentment and stared at the spell. “I did it...” she whispered.
“Good. Now, there is one last thing,” Cecily said.
“What?”
“I’m afraid I can’t let anyone know I gave you this chance. Especially not you. I’m sorry.” The elder mage gently tapped the end of her staff on Yvette’s forehead. “I wish you luck.”
The journeyman stared in confusion, moments before the world went dark and the floor reached up to catch her.
Chapter 19
 
 
 
Yvette groaned. Every inch of her body ached. She was laying in the grass, under a small shelter created from the nearby trees. Her bag rested around her shoulder, closed tightly.
Her head felt like it was splitting open, her brain as if it had been squeezed through a keyhole. Her tongue was dry and her eyes burned from the sunlight. She ran over the prior night once again.
She’d found out about some medical herbs Gervas had carried that, when mixed with wine, created a simple sleeping draught. She remembered putting it in her guardian’s wine before insisting he share it with his grandmother and--
Her eyes lit up. She pulled the journal from her robe and opened it, her heart soaring. She’d gotten the spell.
It hadn’t been easy. She’d had to go through strange defenses that... The more she thought on them, the more disoriented she became, as if the experiences were smoke she was trying to catch in her hands. But she remembered getting the spell and then trying to escape.
Cecily had been there, had tried to stop her. But weakened as she was by the potion, she’d only managed to stall Yvette, burning away her bracer and marking her as one of the fallen before she could escape.
Yvette had then fled through the night, running as fast and hard as she could. At some point, she’d stopped and found Wimark’s master bracer in her bag. She didn’t remember having it, but she’d used her magic to heal the damage done to her arm, though the mark remained.
Guilt and dread flooded her, though she tried to push it down. She had to do this. She didn’t have a choice. She would never have been allowed to be herself otherwise.
But she’d betrayed Gervas. She gave a soft prayer that he would be okay. That he would forgive her. That he would understand why she did what she had done. Slowly, she climbed out from the treeline and made her way back to the road, beginning the slow, long walk away.
She was one of the fallen, now. She glanced to the mark and shook her head again. Mages all over the world would kill her, despise her, if they saw it. She tugged the bracer down a little more, covering as much of the symbol as she could before lifting the arm up and cradling it to her chest. “I’m sorry, Gervas. I had to. I’m so sorry,” she whispered.
 
------
 
Yvette tried to ignore the sounds of water splashing against her tent, even endure the creaking trees pushed by the fierce winds. It was only thanks to a simple repelling spell that the tent wasn’t soaked through and she was allowed some small hint of warmth.
Her tent was propped up with a few sticks she had cut with her dagger and, while the grass had been a little damp at first, with a bit of magic even that moisture was gone.
She still couldn’t shake the feeling of dread. It had been two days since she’d fled the vault, there was no telling who could be following her, or when they’d catch up. Having poor weather hitting her and forcing her to camp early only made things worse.
She reached into her enchanted bag and pulled out her journal, opening it to the spell that had cost her so much. She’d only managed to decipher a few of the ingredients so far, two of which she has on her way towards the ocean to find.
Tears of a siren and the scale of a dragon turtle.
Despite the pouring rain, she couldn’t help but feel her spirits lift, just a little, at the sight. Even if the requirements to cast the spell would be difficult to obtain, the answer now rested in her hands. No matter how hard it was, there was now hope for her. She pulled out a few more books as well as a quill and ink, getting to work.
Soon the sun fully set, leaving her to work by magic’s glow. A sudden tingle went down her spine, making her freeze when she identified the source.
Something had triggered her first ward, meaning it was coming off the road. She quickly put the lid over her ink and began stuffing everything into her bag before snuffing out the magic light. She then went quiet as she could, waiting in the darkness.
The only sound was the raindrops against the tent, however after nearly a minute she heard the light sound of boots squishing through the mud and muck. She felt the second ward go off, the creature smaller this time. Slowly, she drew her dagger, her left hand touching the bracer on her arm.
She could see a light in the darkness, casting a glow over her tent. Her heart beat faster and she waited. Whoever they were, they stopped outside the tent. After a few seconds, a voice she hadn’t expected to hear came through the walls.
“Yvette? It’s Gervas! I know you’re there.”
She froze in place, her eyes wide. She’d betrayed him. Why would he be here? Had he come to capture her? Were there mages out there with him? Waiting to drag her in?
“Listen, I know what you did. What you stole,” he said, his voice calm and gentle. Soothing, even, though her heart didn’t stop pounding.
“I’m not taking it back,” she said softly, clenching her dagger so tight her fingers were white. “I need it, Gervas. If I--”
“I’m not here to take you or it back,” he said. His fingers appeared on the edge of the tent flap and he pulled it back, revealing his rain soaked frame while he leaned in, peering inside. “I’m here to help. I was hired to protect you, remember?”
Yvette stared at him, her entire body quivering. “You… you’re here to help? Even after I poisoned you?”
“Eh. You didn’t try to light me on fire, so as things go that’s not so--”
He didn’t get a chance to finish before she dropped her dagger and tackled him, the rain hiding the tears in her eyes while she hugged him tight around the neck, not caring that he was soaking wet.
“Hey… hey there, Yvette. It’s okay...” he whispered, gently patting her head. He then glanced at her tent and chuckled. “I see you’ve taken my lessons to heart. Good job. Now come on, let’s get Chestnut and Redwood under shelter before we turn in. We have a long road ahead of us, don’t we?”
She nodded, only then loosening her grip on him. She did have a long road ahead of her, one so long that, most days, she wasn’t sure she’d be able to make it.
But, at least now, she knew she wouldn’t face it alone.
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Please leave a review after you’ve read, thank you!
If you enjoyed this story and would like to be updated on future books, please visit my twitter and patreon at:  
https://twitter.com/Melody_Avant
https://www.patreon.com/JeweledPen
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