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Chapter 1
 
 
 
Yvette took a slow, deep breath. Her eyes were closed, her mind clear. Peace. Serenity. Calm. Focus.
She held out her right hand, feeling the slight tingle when it began to shift, the skin growing thick, jagged scales jutting out across its surface. It sent more tingles down her arm when the very form and function of her arm changed. She gave a soft whimper once the pain started.
That was the biggest danger of partial shifting. Fully transforming was one thing, but partial meant that the body had a new group of organs it, frankly, wasn’t prepared for. It was a constant drain of magic to keep things moving correctly, to stop any pain. She was still a novice at the spell, though she was growing. Some mages could even do it while already transformed into another form, though she had never tried.
Fortunately, within a few moments she had the spell under control and the pain disappeared. She let out a sigh of relief before turning the claw from side to side, then glancing towards one of the trees surrounding their campsite. She walked towards one and struck her arm out across the bark, cutting a large gash across the wood. She then pulled back, her hand turning back to normal.
“You know, you could just conserve your magic and use the hatchet,” Gervas’ voice rang out behind her, making her jump. She turned around and glared at him, her eyes narrowed.
“Yes, it would. But I need to keep practicing and honing my skills. Otherwise, when I DO get everything I need to use the spell to alter my true form, I won’t be skilled enough to use it. It’s a master level spell, I’ll need to be as good as a master to cast it.”
“Of course,” Gervas said, his voice filled with mild amusement. She turned back to the wood and mentally measured how deep the cut was. It only cut the surface, a firm measurement of how weak her claws had been. She soon heard a cracking sound behind her and, when she glanced back, he was sitting in front of a small fire, putting a small metal fire striker away in its case.
“I could have started that,” she said sheepishly, guilt forming a knot in her stomach.
“The wood is fairly dry, easy enough to burn. Just focus on your practice,” he said dismissively.
“Thank you. Sorry,” she said, before turning back towards the tree and once again focusing her magic. This time, her eyes shifted and changed. The world changed from color to inky black and white, though her vision was amplified heavily, allowing her to see far off into the distance. The pain from the shift settled a moment later.
She let out a shriek, pulling back. She saw movement. Something big moving around in the bushes, far away. She focused on it, but there didn’t seem to be anything there. Just a small tree in the middle of a bush. Had it been the wind? But she would have sworn she saw something moving.
Suddenly she was pulled back, Gervas moving between her and whatever it was she saw, his spear in hand. “Are you okay? What is it?” he asked.
“Nothing,” she said, staring intently at the bush. There was no movement, no sign of anything being there. Just the tree, growing out from it. Not even a bug or animal. Her eyes shifted to normal and she stared up at him, her cheeks burning. “I didn’t see anything. I’m sorry. Shifting the eyes can be a bit harder, since it impacts my sight. I was seeing things.”
Gervas glanced back at her and then sighed before lowering his spear. He reached out with his left hand and patted her on the head, giving a teasing smile. “Oh, great. Is this your way of trying to avoid being on watch later?”
Her red cheeks burned even hotter at the claim. “W-we don’t even have watches! That’s what we use that detection spell for!” While they did have watches for a while on this trip, once they were certain no one was following them, they had depended on the spell to alert them. If for no other reason than staying up half the night made the day’s travel that much harder and slowed them down enough that the spell was a suitable risk.
Still, he laughed and started walking back to the camp, sitting down in front of the fire and lifting a cast iron pan from the top of their supplies, before tossing raw, red pieces of meat into it. Within moments, the sound of sizzling meat could be heard and the smell made her realize how hungry she was from her use of magic.
She walked over and sat across from him, the ground hard but the leaves helping to dampen the firmness.
“How long do you think we have?” Gervas asked.
Yvette sighed. She didn’t have to ask what he meant, it was a question that had been on her mind for ages. She glanced down at her right hand, the black symbol on the back of it. The mark of a fallen mage. A magical sign to any and all who saw her that she was a fallen mage, forbidden from using magic of any sort by the Mage’s Association. That she had used magic for the wrong reasons. Terrible, horrific reasons.
Worse, she was a criminal who had stolen from the vault. If they managed to get their hands on her, they would take back not just the spell she had stolen, but all of her memories of it. At best. They’d likely just kill her to ensure that she could never do anything like this again, or at the very least burn away her magic. She felt tears welling up again. All she wanted was to be a girl, fully. To change her form so she’d never have to feel like a man again, why did they have to fight her so hard on it? There were mages who could do it, who could fix her. Ones with far more power and control than she’d likely ever have. It wouldn’t be too easy. But it would be a lot easier than stopping her. Why couldn’t they just let her be herself?
“Hey, hey, it’s okay. Yvette? It’s okay, forget I asked,” Gervas whispered, suddenly kneeling in front of her. He placed his left hand on her shoulder and his right hand reached up to gently brush her hair back. “It’s going to be okay. We’re going to be okay. I’ve been dealing with mages like this since I was a child. We’re going to get you fixed, I promise.”
“N-no, you’re right. We just need to… need to still get ready, right?” she asked, giving him a weak smile. “Prepare. It won’t take long, I think. Until they start tracking us. Are you sure your… that Grandmaster Cecily won’t be able to track me herself?”
“Not immediately,” Gervas said, still gently stroking her hair soothingly. “She’ll leave that to the rest of the Mage’s Association, though.”
Yvette nodded. Fortunately, the bureaucracy of the Mage’s Association was working in their favor. While it would have been simple for the mage’s to track them and teleport someone into the middle of their camp, that took time. If Cecily wasn’t coming after them herself, it would be up to the organization to come after her.
For that, they’d first need to organize everything to ensure they were coming after the right person, which would require them to meet with Cecily. From there, the heads of the association would need to have a meeting to determine how much of a danger she was, which as a journeyman likely meant she wasn’t a large one. From there, they’d start scrying on her to determine her location and sending smaller teams after her to either bring her in or eliminate her. While teleporting someone to her WAS an option, she was, hopefully, not worth it.
She’d been keeping a small scrying detection spell up at all times on top of the local detection spell, though her practice in scrying magic was almost non-existent, she wouldn’t be surprised if they could track her without her noticing. Still, nothing had triggered it yet, so it gave her some measure of calm. They still had time. “Probably another week or two. Maybe even another month,” she said softly. “I’m a journeyman still, not truly a threat. The spell I stole isn’t exactly the most dangerous, either. Nothing that could end the world, or even a full city. They hopefully have greater dangers to worry about than some silly journeyman who wants to use a forbidden spell.”
Gervas nodded. “Of course. We’ll hopefully be out of these woods in another week or so. We’ll be able to find something we need to make sure they can’t track you down. Traders live by those kinds of tools.”
Yvette nodded, giving another small smile. Slowly, she reached up to grab the hand stroking her hair. “Thank you. For everything. For staying by my side despite everything.” Already she felt so much calmer, thanks to his presence. She didn’t know what she’d done to have someone like him, someone who had been willing to put himself through so much danger in order to help her become herself, but she doubted she could ever thank him enough.
Gervas slowly pulled his hands back, making her release him. He then moved to their breakfast, moving the meat around with a wooden spoon. “It’s what I was paid for.”
She gave a gentle chuckle. He used the fact he was paid to protect her as an excuse, but she knew that wasn’t true. The moment she had become a fallen mage, his protection was no longer required.
No, worse than that. She glanced to the metal bracer he wore. It was specifically made by her master. If she put it on, all of her magic was burned away, albeit temporarily. A failsafe in case she did something like this. His ‘duty’ now, what he was hired to do, was to capture her and drag her in for her crimes. He was going against the very thing he was hired to do, protecting her against all the people who wanted to stop her.
Sometimes it felt overwhelming. There were so many of them who wanted to stop her. Who saw what she was doing, what she wanted to do, as some great crime. All she wanted was to be a girl, though. Permanently. In every single way, the same as any other woman. She didn’t understand why they had to fight it so desperately.
“Here,” Gervas said, handing her a small, wooden plate stacked with thin pieces of meat.
Yvette gave it a sniff. “Rabbit?”
“Yes. Caught one this morning.”
“Thanks for sharing,” she said, though she felt just a hint disappointed. It felt like all they had eaten in the last week, since they’d escaped the vault, was rabbit and a few birds. Even the heavily salted meat they had stored away would have been more appetizing at this point.
Then again, she understood why. They were moving through the woods, quick, but careful. There was no telling how long they would be here, or if they would have enough money to get everything they needed when they got to the next town. They needed to ensure they spread out their rations as long as possible. She knew she should be thankful that Gervas was such a good hunter and skilled at setting those small traps that they were able to have consistent food to help spread out their rations.
She still couldn’t help eating it with just a hint of disappointment. At the very least, it made the hunger from her use of magic fade.
Gervas watched her with an amused grin on his face.
“What?” she asked, glaring back.
“You really are one of the smarter mages I’ve guarded.”
“You say that, but how many of them became fallen mages during?”
“Mmm… two, but I’d--”
“How many of them dragged you with them after?” she asked, her voice dripping with sarcasm. “Maybe you’re just not as smart as you think you are.”
“Fair enough. This job has definitely taken a few turns I never thought it would. It probably would have been smarter to just let you run off on your own.”
Yvette flushed and gave a small nod. “It probably would have. I… thank you. For not. I don’t know what I would have done without you. I just--”
“You don’t complain,” he said, cutting her off.
“What?”
“The reason I say you’re smarter than most of them. You get this look on your face a lot. Your eyes kind of scrunch up, you tense a little and you always look like you’re going to start yelling or whining about something. Then you just don’t.”
Yvette’s cheeks turned scarlet again. “I-I wasn’t going to complain! I’m very thankful that you’re able to catch these for us. I know that--”
“Not many people come this far through these woods,” he cut her off again. “Lots and lots of animals. Birds, rabbits, deer. It’s really not hard to hunt at all,” Gervas said with a small smile. “I’m tired of rabbit, too. I do appreciate the fact you know better than to throw a fit over it, though.”
Yvette smiled up at him with appreciation, feeling a little warmth spread through her. “Thank you. I really am tired of it. But I am thankful that you’re willing to share it with me and not making me hunt on my own.”
“For now,” he said firmly, a cocky grin forming on his lips. “I wouldn’t get too used to this. Once we’ve got something to stop us from being scryed on, we’re going right back to training. You’re going to learn how to set these kinds of traps yourself. We’ll get you some more training with a bow as well. Enjoy the relaxation while you can.”
Yvette gave a light chuckle before nodding. She didn’t doubt the truth in Gervas’ words at all, he seemed to take great delight in beating her black and blue in their training sessions, working her until she was nearly to the point of passing out. A small part of her envied the mages who went straight to some random town and spent their days working for the people there. A life of pampering in a tower of her own, using her magic a few times a day to aid the people, before retiring in her own warm, soft bed. Never knowing the sores caused by a day of being hit by wooden practice swords.
Granted, if it wasn’t for his training she likely would have died not very long ago. She paused and the smile melted off her lips, memories of her last true fight filling her mind. Tackling Master Wimark, an insane necromancer who’d intended to sacrifice her and Gervas to fuel his spells, then stabbing him over and over. The thought of all the blood on her hands made her feel nauseous. No, most mages didn’t need to go through that, either.
“What’s wrong? Are you feeling sick?”
“No. Just bad memories,” she said with a shake of her head. She forced the unappetizing meal down her throat, before casting a quick spell to clean the plate.
While a part of her did envy those towers, she knew it wouldn’t be for her. A life of ease and relaxation would have also meant a life of accepting what she was, refusing to fix the problem that was her body. Giving up on becoming herself. Now that she knew what her problem was and how to fix it, there was no way she could ever go back to just accepting it.
No matter how much pain and how many bruises it caused.
Her head shot up when she felt a tingle go down her spine. Something had triggered her alarms. She caught Gervas’ eye and he gave a subtle nod, before motioning down towards the fire. He wanted her to remain calm and act as if she hadn’t noticed. She gave a small jerk of her head and got to her feet. “I’ll take care of the dishes while you get the horses ready, okay?”
He gave a nod before moving to their mounts, Chestnut and Redwood, the former a light brown with streaks of white, the other a light red and the larger of the two. He began to saddle the two moments before she felt another tingle go down her spine. Whatever it was, it was coming closer to them.
She tried to see whatever it was out of the corner of her eyes, but all she could see were trees. Whatever it was, though, it was bigger than normal wildlife. At least as big as her. Worse than that, it was trying to sneak up on them. She felt her pulse quicken and she tried to keep her panic down.
These woods were not part of the Fay Woods, those dangerous woods laying to the west while they had gone east. But they were close enough to those woods that any number of creatures could have come from them. She tried to silence all of the legends and stories she’d heard about them from her mind.
Monstrous canines that could devour a person whole in mere moments. Beasts made of stone and wood that would tear a person in half with a single finger. The fay themselves that had magic that was so strange and foreign that even the Mage’s Association couldn’t begin to understand it aside from knowing it ‘worked’. Tiny creatures that had magic so potent they could enslave an entire city to do their bidding.
Her heart beat faster once she felt the third tingle. It was on the edge of their camp, now. Hiding amongst the bushes and trees. She couldn’t see it, couldn’t hear it. All she knew was that there was something out there.
Stalking them. Watching them. She used her magic to clean the rest of the dishes, slowly sliding them into their bags, before finishing the skillet and holding it out to him to tie to the side of Redwood. She stared up at him with pleading eyes, wondering when he’d strike. He was the experienced traveler in this situation, he would know far more than she did how much danger they were in.
Unfortunately, his face was a mask, not even a hint of notice of any danger showing on it. As if he didn’t know they were being watched. “Come on, I’ll help you up,” he said, motioning to Chestnut.
That made her pause. While she had struggled to get into the saddle on her own at the beginning of their journey, she’d gotten far better due to all their experience, no longer needing his aid. Which she knew meant he wanted her on the horse first, because if anything happened to him he wanted her to get away. He was her guardian, after all. She was just a mage.
However, while traveling through the woods they had rarely ridden at all, the constant trees and occasional unsteady dirt paths making it far safer for them to guide the pair through the trees. There was no way he’d put her in the saddle unless he was worried that they really were in danger.
“I think I’ll walk,” she said, firmly, staring into his eyes. Her response was clear and she could see in his eyes that he understood. There was no way she would abandon him, regardless of what was coming for them. He was the only person in all of the world that had accepted her. Who had seen her as a woman, who accepted her as a woman. Who didn’t shame or hurt her for it. More than that, even when it became dangerous and hard, even with the world turning against them, he refused to abandon her. Had stood by her side, despite the mark that had been forced on her hand.
She would never let that go. She would face whatever lay ahead by his side.
“Yvette, get on the--”
“I’ll walk,” she repeated, glaring defiantly at him.
He gave a sigh and relented, holding the reins out to her. “Very well. I guess we’re walking then.” He moved besides Redwood, reaching up as if to adjust the saddle. However, she could see that he had pulled his bow free from its quiver and was subtly stringing it. “Let me just fix this first.”
Yvette nodded, her heart pounding while she watched him. Did he know where it was? Had he managed to track down whatever was there? She held her breath, barely resisting the urge to look behind them and see if she could track whatever was following them. She didn’t breath again until the bow was strung, fortunately without any interruptions from whatever was out there.
Gervas drew an arrow and then quickly turned around, nocking it and pulling the string back. However, before he released a voice called out. “Wait! Stop! Don’t, please!”
He stopped, though didn’t loosen his pull. “Come out, now,” he ordered.
“I am coming, I am coming.” The bushes began to jostle from side to side and, after a moment, a tree stepped out into their small camp site.
 
 
Chapter 2
 
 
 
“That’s a tree,” Yvette whispered.
“Look again. That’s not a tree. It’s a dryad,” Gervas said firmly, slowly loosening his pull on the bow, though not unnocking the arrow.
“It’s very much a--” The words stuck in her throat a moment later and she realized that it wasn’t a tree at all. She looked like one of the most beautiful women Yvette had ever seen, her skin just a light tint green, her hair flowing like thin vines down her form. Her body was clothed in small, green leaves. Yvette flushed a moment later, wondering how she could have mistaken her for a tree at all. However, when she glanced away and looked back, once again there was a tree in place. She blinked a few times and was once again able to make out the woman hidden beneath the illusion of a tree. “How is she doing that? Wait. No. Don’t answer that. Magic.”
Gervas gave a light chuckle. “You’re the mage, aren’t you?”
“I’ve read books about them, I’ve never actually seen one before!”
“You probably have. They’re very tricky,” he muttered. “Why are you here?”
“I was curious,” the creature said. However, when the woman spoke it was as if a veil had been lifted. Yvette could now firmly make out the woman, her eyes focusing on her and no longer struggling to see through the tree.
“That’s incredible! How do you do that?” Yvette asked. “That magic, it makes you seem so… tree like.”
“I am a tree,” the dryad said,
“Right, of course,” Yvette said softly, staring at the creature. She had read about dryads in the past, but not very much. They were fairly peaceful creatures, long lived and slow. As long as you avoided damaging their groves, they would rarely harm humans. In fact, they were said to bring life and growth everywhere they went, able to turn barren wastelands into beautiful fields in only a few years.
A chill went down her back. While they, themselves, were rarely dangerous to humans, they were often surrounded by things that were far more deadly. To hurt a dryad was said to cause a curse to fall on the offender, that all manner of monsters would track the cursed one and destroy them, both body and soul. While there was no actual proof of this, many dryads were guarded by fay and some were even guarded by dragons.
“How long have you been watching us?” Gervas asked.
“Since you stepped into my new grove yesterday.”
“Why did you--” Gervas started, but Yvette cut him off.
“What’s your name?” she asked quickly.
The dryad turned to her with a confused look. “My name? Yes. In your tongue I believe it would loosely translate to Sun Through The Golden Leaves. Though I have found many of you call me Sunny.”
“Have we trespassed on your lands? Done anything to disturb your grove?” she asked, trying to keep the worry out of her voice. If a dryad was here, there was no telling what else was out there, watching them.
“You have done no harm from what I have seen,” she said.
“Wonderful!” Yvette stepped forward and quickly felt Gervas’ hand on her shoulder, pulling her back. “Hey!”
“Don’t go closer to it,” he snapped. “It’s still a fay, they’re dangerous.”
“She’s a dryad,” Yvette said firmly. “They’re harmless. Unless we hurt her, but even then she’s unlikely to attack us.”
“It has been spying on us. We have no idea what it can do.”
“Her, not it. And she’s...” Yvette trailed off and glanced at the creature. “Is it her?”
“Excuse me?” Sunny asked.
“Her. Are you a her? Or a him?”
She stared at her for the longest time before shaking her head. “Ah. This question again. I believe her is closer to what I am than he.”
“Okay, right,” Yvette said before turning back to Gervas. “See? Her.”
“I don’t think it’s either. Or it doesn’t understand the question.”
“Her.”
“Fine. We don’t know what she’s capable of. If we’re in her grove, then we could be in a lot of danger.”
“You are in much danger,” Sunny said.
“See?” Gervas said, before glancing back to the dryad. His hand tensed and he started to pull the arrow back, but Yvette reached out and gripped the hand on the arrow.
“She wouldn’t have come here to just threaten us,” she snapped. “Can we please try to hear her out? You know how rare it is to be able to talk to a dryad? They don’t leave their groves that often and they can be really skittish. So can we please not shoot the nice dryad, for me?”
“I am not skittish, but I am aware of the dangers of such weapons. They are quite the favorite of Xequ’tulon’s chosen. Please do not aim it at me,” Sunny said. “I have met many of your kind, however. You are quite interesting, when not hostile.”
“See?” Yvette said. “She’s harmless. Now, Sunny? Why are we in danger?”
“You are heading into my home.”
“I thought we were in your grove already?” Yvette asked, glancing back at the dryad. The woman looked confused for a moment, before shaking her head.
“No. Yes. You are. But my home. My first grove. It is very dangerous. Three trolls have come and destroyed all. Taken over my grove to feast on the magic that dwells within. To go there would catch their attention, you will be devoured.”
Yvette’s eyes widened and she turned towards Gervas. “We should--”
“No,” Gervas said firmly, slowly lowering his bow. “Sunny, was it? Thank you for the warning. Could you tell us how to go around it, then?”
“Yes. Continue as you are, but do not cross the river. Go upstream to where the water springs forth from inside the land. Cross past there and you will be outside my home. The trolls will not disturb you.”
“Thank you,” he said before he reached down and began to unstring his bow. “Well, I guess you were right, Yvette. Let’s go.”
“W-what? But… but we need to help!”
Gervas shook his head. “No, we don’t. Trolls. There is one simple thing you do when it comes to creatures like this. You go around them. You do not try and get them to go around you.”
“But… but...” Yvette glanced back at the tree once again. The dryad had gone so still that the tree appearance seemed to have fully taken over once more. “She needs our help. We can’t just ignore her.”
Gervas sighed and grabbed her wrist, before pulling her forward. “Yes we can and yes we will. Listen, this is so, so far beyond us. Do you know what happens to people who mess with trolls? They die.”
“But my magic is--”
“Your magic isn’t up to this task. Maybe if it was one troll, I’d say yes. But you heard her. Three of them. Do you even know what a troll is?” he asked, continuing to drag her along behind him. Chestnut and Redwood followed slowly behind even without them guiding.
“Yes. A massive, destructive creature about the size of a house with a thick hide, like stone. They devour magic and magical creatures, using it to sustain their forms. Incredibly dangerous.”
“And you want to fight three of them. What in our history together makes you think we could?”
“Not all at once. If we took them on one at a time, then--”
“One at a time,” Gervas muttered under his breath. “You’re going to get us both killed with thoughts like that. They are trolls.”
“You asked me, once, what kind of mage I want to be. You said you were proud of the fact I wanted to be the kind of mage that helped people. She’s people.”
Gervas stopped for a moment. She could see it in the way he wavered, however. He was considering it. Even better, she could see the way his jaw was setting, how frustrated he was getting. She was winning.
“Besides. It’s a mage’s duty to deal with these kinds of things. Trolls are destructive. They’ll drain this place dry and then move on to the next place full of magic. Then the next. Eventually, they’ll become too strong for anyone to deal with. There’s three of them, so if they’re grouped up like that they might not be that strong yet. This may be our chance to get rid of them before they get out of hand.”
Gervas sighed and slowly let her hand go before glancing back to her. “You know, when I said those things, I didn’t mean go blindly into suicide,” he said, his voice dripping with annoyance.
“It’s not suicide. I know if you’re there, you won’t let anything too bad happen. How about this. We just take a little look and, if it’s too dangerous, we’ll leave.”
He eyed her for a moment, his eyes narrowing. Finally, he gave a small nod. The frustrated twitching of his eyebrows and jaw told her that she had won. “Very well. But you do EXACTLY as I say. Understand? No running off and trying to do it your own way. You follow my directions at all times.”
“Of course,” she said, a grin forming on her lips. “I’ll do exactly as you say.”
“Don’t know why I let you get away with this stuff,” he muttered to himself before reaching out to grab the reins of Redwood, slowly guiding the horse forward. She did the same for Chestnut, though she didn’t understand the need. Both of the horses were mageborne, animals altered and shifted by magic to make them smarter, stronger, faster and just superior to any normal horse. While they weren’t quite as smart as a human, they were more than capable of following commands and keeping up.
Still, they did seem to prefer being led, so she had no qualms about directing them as needed. They were excellent partners for the trip and she couldn’t have imagined their journey without them. She felt another rush of excitement for the coming experience.
She’d never seen a troll before. She’d heard of them, but there was no telling what they were actually like. Meeting a dryad and a troll in the same day would be incredible.
 
------ 
 
“Wait here,” Gervas said, staring into Redwood’s eyes. “Keep Chestnut out of trouble. We’ll be back soon.”
Yvette stared at the river before them. It wasn’t very deep, though it was incredibly wide. “We’re not bringing them?”
“No. They have a lot of magic in them, I’d rather these trolls didn’t know they were anywhere nearby. We’re a lot smaller and easier to hide.”
“Right,” she said, her heart beating faster when she looked across the river. Soon.
Gervas fully readied himself for the coming battle, strapping his sword to his hip, tying his quiver and unstrung bow across his back. He then made sure both of their bags were properly secured to the saddles before turning back towards her. “Carry this,” he said, before tossing his shield to her and picking up his spear in his right hand.
The heavy metal nearly knocked her over, making her stumble back a few feet when it hit her. “T-this thing is heavier than your sword! How do you fight with this?”
“Experience.”
“Why am I carrying it?” she asked before repositioning it on her left arm.
“Because we’re crossing together.” He took her right hand with his left and began the slow trek across the river. He used his spear as a walking stick, poking into the water and testing the ground before each step.
“It’s not that deep, we can see the bottom,” Yvette mumbled, keeping her voice low. Though she’d expected the water to be ice cold, it felt warm against her feet, soothing her ankles.
“It can still be slippery or unstable. Yvette, remember what I said? Follow my direction. Keep it down, too. We don’t want these things noticing us.”
“Right,” she whispered, letting him slowly guide her through the water. The trip was slow, but calm. However, when they came on the bank she couldn’t help but let out a soft, startled gasp.
 Everything felt different. The moment they stepped onto the dirt of the opposite bank, it was as if they walked through a veil. The trees and grass were so green they seemed to almost glimmer like emeralds. The air tasted sweet and inviting, warmth that seemed to flow around her like a gaseous blanket. Almost at once she felt so comfortable she could have laid down and slept.
Even more so, there were things out there. She didn’t know what they were, though. Just things. They seemed to move out of the corner of her vision, but when she tried to focus on them, they were gone a moment later. As if they weren’t there at all. “What’s that?”
“Fay,” Gervas whispered, slowly pulling her forward. “Do you mind removing the water?”
“Right,” she said quickly, before waving her hand down. “Cleanse.” The water weighing down the bottom of her robes evaporated almost instantly. He then moved the hand over him and it evaporated off him as well. “So those are the fay?” she whispered.
“Probably.”
“Can you see them?”
“Sometimes. It’s not easy, though. The dryad was easier.”
“Why are you able to see through them so easily?” she asked gently.
“Because my mother used to… never mind. It’s not important. We’re in dangerous territory, look,” he whispered, pointing off into the distance.
She turned to look and, for a moment, all she noticed was that there were a beautiful pack of butterflies that, if she focused really hard, she swore she could almost make out weird, almost human, bodies attached to. However she soon saw what he meant. A small clearing of trees had been torn apart, little more than stumps remaining, with jagged, sharp tops. It looked as if the trees had just been ripped off, rather than cut. “How...”
“Trolls,” Gervas whispered. “Dangerous, deadly and big. You’re right, though. They must not be that big.”
“Why?”
“The trees weren’t ripped out by the roots.”
Yvette could feel the color drain from her face and she barely suppressed a whimper. She was starting to wish she had listened to him and just gone around. She never wanted to face something that could so easily tear out a tree.
The wonder and awe that had filled her began to crumble with this new knowledge. Those things that seemed to dance on the edge of her vision seemed so much more hostile now, as if they were monsters just waiting to strike. How Gervas could handle all of this without being scared, she didn’t know. “Have you fought a troll before?”
“Once,” he whispered, his hand tightening on hers. It was so tight it almost hurt, but she didn’t mind. The reminder that he was here, that he would keep her safe, helped to calm her nerves and drive the fear back just a little.
“What happened?”
“Broke an arm. All in all, rather well. Now quiet.”
She nodded and followed behind as quietly as she could. Her hand tightened on his just a little and she felt thankful he had given her the shield to carry. While she doubted it would do much to stop a creature that could tear apart a tree with its bare hands, it felt comforting to have some form of protection in her grip.
The things moving in the corner of her vision seemed to melt away while they traveled, though the soft warmth of the air and the brilliant green of the plant life remained.
A sudden crunching sound filled the air and Gervas moved quickly behind one of the trees, pulling her tight against him. He held a finger to her lips, waiting and watching.
There was a loud thump suddenly and she realized what she’d been hearing was. A tree. Heavy footsteps filled the air. Gervas peered around the tree and then motioned for her to slowly look as well.
She did and her heart started to hammer, barely suppressing the urge to whimper. The troll was the size of Redwood, at least, and in the midst of kicking over a tree. With each strike of its massive foot, the wood cracked until, finally, the monster reached out with a massive hand and gripped the tree, shoving it over and leaving a jagged stump behind.
The creature was incredibly round, shaped like a massive boulder. She suspected if it pulled in its arms and legs it would have been indistinguishable from one. Its hide looked as if it was made of solid stone, with small cracks throughout it. The massive creature picked up the new, toppled tree and tossed it back onto a pile of three others, before reaching back to drag them away. She stared at the trees with wide eyed horror, each one was so thick she doubted she could have wrapped her arms around them and many times her own height.
She listened helplessly while the monster dragged them off, letting out a sigh of relief once she could no longer hear it. To her amazement, Gervas seemed oddly calm, he was even smiling. “That thing was horrifying. Why are you smiling?”
“You were right. It’s not fully grown. We might be able to eliminate it before it gets fully grown. If all three of them are like that, this won’t be so bad.”
Yvette’s mouth fell open and she couldn’t help but wonder if he’d hit his head somehow when she wasn’t looking. “That thing just kicked over a tree. You saw that.”
“Yes, it did. That’s what trolls are. They’re like parasites. They devour anything and everything they can, until the land is left ravaged and destroyed,” Gervas whispered. “But that’s when they’re fully grown. Now? We can stop it before it gets out of hand.”
“How?”
“I haven’t figured that part out yet,” he mumbled. He then glanced back at her and slowly lifted a hand to pat her on the head. “We can leave if you’d rather, though. This is dangerous. You’re not a member of the Mage’s Association anymore, either. Once we get to town, we can let others know about this. They’ll probably send a message out and have someone else come deal with it.” He shook his head. “But… you’re right. I think we can deal with this. Before it gets out of hand.”
Yvette nodded. She wanted to do that, it was the smartest course of action. Fighting something like that, especially three of them, seemed impossible. All of those thoughts of how amazing an experience it would be vanished in the face of actually seeing such a monster.
She lifted a hand and slowly pressed it against her chest. So much of her life seemed impossible, though. So much of what she was trying to do. Even if it was scary, did she really want to just give up when it was hard? If she let something like this stop her from doing the right thing, then how was she going to face everything that was going to face her in the future? Besides, Gervas believed they could do it. As wary as he had been of coming here at all, how could she flee now that she had dragged him all the way here?
“No. We have to. It’s the right thing to do. You said we can handle it, right?”
“I think we can. It won’t be easy, though. There’s a chance we could die.”
“We could die at any time already,” she said with a small smile. “Besides, I’m sure I could find a use for troll’s blood for a reagent of some kind. Who knows?”
“There’s the mage,” he said with a light chuckle before he started to pull away from the tree and make his way after the troll.
Yvette’s eyes wandered down to his hand and she felt a little red filling her cheeks. He hadn’t let her hand go since they’d started across the river. She felt she should have been frustrated or annoyed, as if he was just babying her. But his presence was comforting. It made her feel warm and safe.
So long as she had him by her side, she knew she could face whatever came.
 
 
Chapter 3
 
 
 
Yvette felt her knees growing weak. They had found the home of the trolls. Fortunately, the one they had seen prior was easily the biggest. Unfortunately, it was only by a foot or so, all of them were still massive compared to her.
They were sitting around a big hole in the ground, filled with a strange, red slurry. The clearing they were in was filled with nothing but crushed bushes and broken tree stumps. She could make out fragments of trees in the liquid, slowly melting inside the makeshift pool. But there were other things in there she couldn’t identify. Every so often one of the trolls would reach a hand in and scoop out some of the slimy gunk, only to drink it down.
“What is that?” she asked softly. The pair had hidden behind some of the bushes that still remained, Gervas having even laid his spear flat on the ground to help avoid detection.
“A magic pool. I think this was the center of the dryad’s grove,” Gervas whispered.
Yvette shuddered. In her few books on dryads it did mention that they would often have small pools of the clearest, most beautiful water anyone would be fortunate enough to drink. Water so pure and filled with energy that a single cup of it would sustain a person for three days.
But that hideous red gunk was the most disgusting thing she’d ever seen. “That can’t be… what happened to it?”
“Trolls,” Gervas said, finally letting her hand go and pointing towards it. “They are a fay of sorts. Or at least a parasite to them. They break down the magic in things, usually dissolving it, then devour the magical essence. They’ve done it to that pool. This grove is filled with magic, so they’re just destroying everything to feed. There’s probably enough magic here to sustain them for months.”
Yvette nodded. “What’d happen if… we went near that?”
“I wouldn’t. You wouldn’t dissolve instantly. But it’d hurt. If we succeed, we’re going to want to burn it. Or maybe the dryad can do something about it.”
“How do you burn something like that?” she asked, shuddering.
“With a lot of fire.”
“What about them?” she asked, motioning towards the trolls.
“If we could knock them into it, that would probably kill them. But it wouldn’t be fast or easy. Not getting knocked in ourselves would be the hard part. There are a few other things we can try.”
She looked at it again, before slowly a grin formed on her lips. “I have an idea. If there’s just one of them. How heavy are they?”
“Pretty heavy.”
Yvette nodded and glanced down at the large bracer on her right arm. It covered her forearm all the way to the elbow. A small trace of blood along the edges. While her rank was technically of journeyman, the bracer she now wore was of the master level, allowing her access to a wide range of components for her spells. The blood that stained its surface was from the master level mage she had been forced to kill in order to save their lives. Gently she tapped the bracer and a row of small dots formed across the surface. “I think I could turn into one of them.”
He stared at her, his mouth falling open slightly. “You can? That’s a really big form. Are you sure you can?”
She stared at the creatures again and did a few mental calculations. She’d transformed into things nearly as large a few times during her training. Her magic had gotten stronger since then, as well. But the form was new and not something she was familiar with. It would push her, hard. She glanced down at the bracer before giving a nod. Even if it was new, it was an excellent chance to push herself and her capabilities, to continue her growth. She couldn’t allow herself to stop for anything, if she wanted to reach her goal. “I think so. But it won’t last for long. It’ll be exhausting. But I think I can.”
Gervas nodded and rubbed his chin, eyeing the creatures for a few more moments. Finally, he nodded. “Then yes. I think I have a plan.” He reached out and put a hand on her shoulder. “I’ll need you to be very careful. You’re a mage, they’re going to be very attracted to the magic in you if they notice. Okay?”
“I’ll be careful, I promise,” she said, staring up at him.
“Good. Now, don’t move until I give the signal. Put the shield down, too.” He pulled out his bow and began to string it. “I should be able to draw one of them off. We’ll try to deal with it that way. I’ll draw it away, you take it from behind. If you turn into it, you should be able to hurt it.” Once the bow was strung, he slowly began to slide away, moving through the bushes carefully. Soon she couldn’t see him at all.
She turned towards the trolls once again, her heart starting to hammer so hard she was afraid the trolls would hear it. When he was here she’d been so certain they could handle it. But now that he was gone, she was becoming more and more worried that she couldn’t. She’d never transformed into anything like that. It was horrifying and massive. Even more than that, it was a creature of magic. The forms she had taken before had all been fairly mundane, not monsters crafted and altered by magic.
Yvette gripped her right arm and took a long, slow breath. She knew it was possible, though. Magical creatures were just like any other, somewhat. She’d be able to use its power and strength to aid her, that would be enough for this. She doubted she could hold it for long, but she could hold it long enough.
She heard a soft twang and an arrow flew by, soaring through the air and embedding itself into the back of one of the trolls. It didn’t go very deep, though the troll reached up and brushed a thick hand over it, snapping the wood off. The three trolls looked around in confusion, their eyes like small pieces of coal.
After a few moments they went back to focusing on their pit, ignoring the distraction. Three more times Gervas shot arrows into the creature before, finally, it got to its feet and started to lumber towards the direction of the attacks. Each step made the ground shake just a little, forcing her to suppress another whimper. The other trolls didn’t seem to care, merely focusing on their pool and occasionally drinking from it.
Once the troll passed her, she crawled after it. She saw another arrow fly at the troll, lodging into the creature and drawing another angry growl before it started lumbering faster, shove its way back into the forest proper and through the trees. Yvette got to her feet the moment she was hidden from view of the rest of the trolls, running after the massive creature.
Following it was easy, when it ran it left nothing but destruction in its wake, snapping off branches and tearing out bushes with its great movements.
It stopped suddenly and she froze. It was staring at something, though she couldn’t see around its massive form to identify it. It took her a moment to realize what it had to be. Gervas.
The troll lifted both hands into the air and let out a roar. A moment later it slammed them down to the ground and she saw Gervas rolling aside, narrowly avoiding the strike before moving behind a tree, shooting another arrow at the creature. “Come on, big boy,” he said with a light laugh. Yvette felt a rush of relief flow through her, seeing him move so easily, as if this was something he had done a thousand times before.
The troll stormed after him, swinging a massive hand and cracking one of the trees from the blow. Fortunately, Gervas was already on the move. She couldn’t help but admire his speed and skill. He moved around the bushes and trees with ease, glancing back every few moments just to ensure that he wouldn’t trip. While the troll was massive, he was far faster than it and was able to use the lumbering creature’s great size to slow it down even further. He made it almost look easy.
He made sure to always keep heavily out of reach, however, not taking any chances. He was just the distraction after all.
Yvette shook her head, clearing her admiration. She had to focus, it was her turn now. She took one long, deep breath, before she began to run forward. She focused on the trolls form, picturing it clearly in her mind.
Clenching her right fist, she made her magic flow through her and begin to transform her. She started to grow, rising from the ground. Muscles, bone, skin, all of it stretching while becoming denser and heavier. She tripped and rolled forward, though her quickly growing body just kept getting bigger and bigger. She tucked her arms and legs in tightly, rolling herself like a ball while  her shifting form enlarged even further.
Her new form slammed into the massive creature, sending it hurtling to the ground with a heavy crash, her roll stopping. She slowly pulled herself to her feet.
Everything felt slower and faded. Even where she hit the other troll, she was only vaguely aware that she had hit anything. Even worse, her vision was strange. There wasn’t any color. Instead, things had weird glows about them. The ground seemed to be made of weird, glowing lines, while the trees were far more bright. However, the other troll was far brighter still. There was another weird glow that she finally recognized as Gervas due to its size, his boots glowing even brighter than him.
She finally realized what she was seeing. She was seeing the magic. Everything seemed to be coated in it, though the few things that weren’t were strange and faded gray, barely noticeable.
The other troll began to slowly get to its feet and she raised both her hands above her head, locking them together before bringing them crashing down on its back. Despite the fact the blow would have shattered her original hands, all she felt was a light thud, as if she had hit something heavily cushioned.
One thing she did feel, however, was an incredible heat in her core. It was growing hotter with every second. Her magic was burning rapidly to try and maintain this form. She didn’t have much more time, but she had to do what she could. She pounded on the creature, bringing her arms up again and again, crashing the powerful fists against the other creature’s back over and over with loud, powerful thuds that made the ground shake. It tried to get up, its own fists trying to attack her underside, but it didn’t have nearly enough leverage with her stopping it from getting to its feet.
Finally, she was gifted with a heavy crunch and she could see the magic burst free and spill out of the creature, flowing along the ground. A few more crashing blows and the troll stopped moving entirely. She just stared for a few moments, her body shaking and struggling to hold itself together.
That burning inside her felt like a second sun and, without the adrenaline to support her, her form began to revert. She stumbled backwards and fell on her butt, panting with exertion while her form slowly turned back to that of a much smaller girl. Her head was pounding and she felt so exhausted that she almost felt the ground was shaking.
She could see the troll now, fully. Its thick hide had cracked right down the middle, the outer edges cracked and dented from her blows. A thick, red ooze seemed to be slowly leaking out from the broken portions, spilling across the ground. It looked almost like a split and crushed wineskin. She made a mental note to come back and vial some of it later. It was practically solidified magic, there was no telling what kind of spell she could use it for.
“I-I did it,” she said weakly, staring at the monster. “I-I did it! Gervas, did you see?” She felt hope within. If they could catch the other two like this, they could do this. Eliminate all three of them, one by one.
“Yvette, move!” Gervas voice answered her. An arrow flew past her and she blinked, slowly turning around.
The other two trolls were almost on her. She finally realized that the ground WAS shaking. She started to get to her feet, but she collapsed to her knees a moment later. Taking a form like that, for that long, was too exhausting. Her entire body felt as if it was made of ooze. Gervas moved to her side, trying to pull her to her feet. “Come on, I’ll carry you if I have to. We need to move.” She glanced at Gervas, then the quickly approaching trolls. There was no way he’d be able to escape them both and keep her safe if she couldn’t move. There was only one thing he could do now.
“Run,” she said, pushing him away feebly with the little bit of power she had left.
“Not a chance. I need to prote--”
“Then rescue me!” she said, shaking her head. “I-I can’t move, I can’t even stand. You can’t get away if you’re carrying me. Just… just think of something! If you get caught now, there’s no way you’ll be able to do anything. Just go!” she yelled.
A crunch behind her made her turn, one of the trolls reaching out a massive, stony hand to grab them both. She gave Gervas one last shove, making him stumble back. She could see the guilt on his face when he looked at her, before he turned and ran, narrowly avoiding the other hand of the troll.
The third troll took after him, slowly lumbering through the trees. Yvette watched helplessly, though she felt a small inkling of hope. Without her to slow him down, he could possibly escape this troll and make his way back towards her. If it was just one troll, they might have a chance.
All of those thoughts were torn from her mind when the massive creature squeezed its hand tightly around her, lifting her up. All of the air was crushed out of her lungs and she felt as if she was going to pop, her body squeezed right in the middle. She struggled to breath, but the troll didn’t seem to notice, instead lifting her up towards its face.
She stared into its eyes and shivered. They were dark and empty, its mouth filled with rows of slimy red teeth, many of which were bigger than her fist. It could have easily eaten her whole.
Instead, it lowered her back down and started to walk back towards its camp, the grip loosening just enough she could take shallow, weak breaths. She tried to pry the hand off her, but it was so strong and firm she doubted the creature even realized she was pounding on it. She might as well have been trying to shove a mountain. Even worse, when it moved it would swing its arms lazily forward and back, rocking her through the air and making her feel more and more nauseous with every moment.
Before long, she stopped struggling entirely and instead just held on, her face turning slightly green from the ordeal. Not that there was much point to it. Even if she could get free, her body felt so weak she would have no chance of running. She was entirely dependent on Gervas.
She felt fresh tears start to form in her eyes. She’d always figured she’d meet a violent end, in one way or another. With the Mage’s Association so against the use of such powerful transformation magics, she’d always imagined it would be at the hands of a mage far more powerful than her.
She never imagined she’d end up eaten by a troll of all things.
She cringed when, off in the distance, she heard a loud crash. Perhaps another tree had fallen over, knocked aside by one of the massive trolls. She closed her eyes and sent a small prayer that Gervas, at least, would be okay.
He’d been the first person, the only person, to accept her for what she was. To know about Tebaud, the boy so many people had demanded she be, and accepted Yvette, the girl she had to be. Not only accepting her, but protecting her. Facing the challenges and dangers besides her, rather than just abandoning her the moment it was better for him.
It would have been so easy to toss her aside. The path she had chosen wasn’t going to be quick or safe. Altering one’s true form was magic that was forbidden, even for a use as benign as she desired. She had so many enemies, so many people who would do anything to stop her. Who opposed her for trying to do something they would likely never even try to understand. It was something she would have never wished on anyone else.
Yet he took it in stride and accepted it, supporting her even when it felt like the rest of the world would turn against them for it. She could never thank him enough. Even if she wouldn’t make it, she hoped he would. He deserved it.
The pit came into view and she let out a soft, weak whimper. Her entire body tensed up and she tried to stop herself from shaking, for all the good it did. She was going to die, melted down in a disgusting magical slurry. She punched the hand holding her again. “No no no! Put me down! Put me DOWN!” she screamed, thrashing about in the hand. “You can’t do this to me! I’m a mage!” she yelled. She placed her left hand against her bracer once more, activating different reagents.
It wasn’t a very strong spell, just a simple fire spell her master had taught her and the other students, to ensure they knew all of the basics. Her first friend and fellow apprentice, Ermina, had taken to it far better than she ever had. But it was a simple enough spell, she had to believe it would have some effect.
“Let me GO!” she yelled. A small tuft of fire formed in her right hand, hitting the fist before going out. It didn’t even leave a dark mark on the hand and even that small, minor magic made her start to see colorful lights out of the corner of her vision. She wobbled slightly in the grasp, the dizziness and the overused magic making everything spin in her vision.
She closed her eyes and gave a whimper, feeling the hand gripping her being raised. She could only open her eyes for a second to see the slurry beneath her, the sight making her gag.
So this was how she died.
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Yvette’s heart pounded and she hoped that, regardless of how it felt, it would at least be quick. She felt the hand around her begin to loosen its grip.
Three loud thunks filled the air and the creature paused, holding her just on the edge, dangling over the slurry, only barely holding her now. She reached out, gripping the hand and trying to strengthen her precarious position. “W-what?” she asked.
An explosion went off behind the troll, filling her vision with burning light and sending the monster flying forward. Its hand released her, tossing her over the pit. A sickening glorp sound filled the air when the troll fell into the muck.
Yvette, unfortunately, didn’t fly nearly far enough. She spun lightly through the air, landing on her stomach in the dirt. She didn’t clear the pit entirely, her right leg catching the surface and dipping below the slurry.
She let out a scream and pulled her leg free, though the pain was incredible. Her leg felt as if it was on fire, whatever that gunk was sticking to her leg and seeming to burn away the skin and bone beneath. “No no no no no!” she screamed. “C-cleanse, cleanse!”
“Here, use this. Get that stuff off her leg,” a voice yelled, though she couldn’t identify it.
A moment later her vision cleared enough from the bright light to see Gervas over her. He held a waterskin in his right hand and spilled a strange green liquid over her leg, the muck dripping off with ease. “It’s okay, it’s okay,” he said, his voice barely audible over the ringing in her ears. “Yvette, I’m here. It’s going to be okay.”
“It hurts it hurts it hurts!” she screamed, shaking her head. However, those thoughts almost evaporated when he reached under her robe and gripped the edge of her breeches and then tugged them off, along with her boots and stockings. Once the leg was fully bare, he poured more of the green liquid across it, washing away the last of the slurry.
“Yvette? Are you okay? Does it hurt?” he asked softly, staring down at her.
Yvette couldn’t speak, her face completely scarlet. The burning had stopped, though. She glanced down and despite the pain she had felt, her leg was completely fine. A little red and burnt, but nowhere near as bad as it had felt. She’d expected the bone and muscle to be visible, but there was almost no sign of any real damage. “N-no. It doesn’t hurt anymore,” she whispered. Even the burning was little more than light echoes.
“Good,” he said, not letting her go. Which was probably for the best, as the only reason she was able to currently stay sitting up was because he was holding her in position. She was eternally thankful that she always wore her journeyman’s robe over her tunic and breeches, as well as her undergarments beneath them. While he had to move the robe so the part that had gotten in the slurry didn’t touch her skin, the rest covered the majority of her body. Still, she couldn’t help feeling embarrassed that he had had to do that.
“Sorry you ummm… had to...” she whispered, unable to say the words.
“Shhhh, it’s okay. It’s okay. You’re safe now.”
“You’re both REALLY not!” a voice called out, the same voice from before. “MOVE IT!”
Yvette blinked in confusion, moments before a thick, stony hand reached out from the sludge. Gervas awkwardly wrapped his arms around her and dragged her away as quickly as he could, before picking her up in his arms and carrying her away from the rising creature.
She finally got a good sight of the owner of the voice. She was one of the most beautiful women that Yvette had ever seen, in much the same way the dryad had been. Her eyes glimmered like gold, her hair pure white like snow. In her hands she held a strange bow that glimmered like silver and had gems embedded throughout it. It didn’t seem to have a string, but when she pulled back where the string should have been, one of light seemed to appear. Once it was fully pulled back, a single arrow that seemed to be made of the same light as the string appeared as well. She released it at the troll climbing from the muck.
The arrow embedded deep in the creature, moments before erupting in an explosion of fire, filling the air with smoke.
A moment later, the troll came charging out of the smoke and straight at the woman, both arms raised high. A small hole in its hide had been torn away from the explosion, revealing thick, red ooze that slowly leaked from the wounds. Once the troll came closer, the woman tapped her feet and disappeared, reappearing on the opposite side of the pool.
Yvette’s eyes widened. “D-did you see that? That was a short range teleportation spell! How did she do that without an incantation?” she asked. She then let out a gasp, staring up at Gervas. “She’s one of the fay. That’s not normal magic,” she whispered. “Are you seeing--” She was cut off when he carried her behind a tree and pulled her tight, hiding them both behind it. He glared down at her.
“Fight now, talking about fay after. If I leave you here, will you be okay?” he asked her.
“W-what? You’re leaving? But--”
“But there’s still one more of those things and it looks like it’s going to take more than a dip in that pool to stop it. I need to help her. Will you be able to keep hiding?”
Yvette nodded. “Y-yes. I’ll be fine. I can help, I--”
“No. You will wait here. You’re already hurt.” He nodded and gently lowered her to the ground against the tree. “I’ll be back soon.”
“Promise?” she asked, the pleading in her tone surprising even her.
“I promise.” He then ran to where they had hidden before and grabbed his spear. Another explosion tore through the air, alerting her to more of the woman’s arrows. Slowly, she peered around the tree to watch the fight.
The woman’s arrows could damage it, it seemed. Fortunately, she seemed to have an unlimited supply of them, each one forming from her magic. The magic was definitely different from the magic she knew, lending more credence to her fay theory.
However, something about the woman’s movements seemed odd. There was something very strange and unearthly about them, they were so smooth and perfect that it seemed more like the woman was gliding rather than running.
But there was also something incredibly human about the woman’s movements. She’d occasionally reach a hand back, as if going for a quiver that wasn’t there, only to stop a moment later and reposition her hand. On top of it, she would occasionally stumble when she tripped over roots or rocks.
The legends she’d heard about fay showed them as being completely unnatural beings that moved through the world with a smoothness no human, even a mage, could ever hope to comprehend. A lot of this woman’s movements were unnatural and strange, but they were sometimes so confused and wavering, as if the woman wasn’t used to them.
She wondered if it was another spell. Perhaps the woman wasn’t a fay at all. But her magic was so different. She wondered if the bow was a magical focus, like her bracer or the staves that some mages used.
She found her eyes drawn to Gervas and once again she found her cheeks turning a little red. His movements were graceful in an entirely different way. He moved around behind the creature, stabbing his spear into its hide, only to pull it back and then duck and weave around the troll’s massive, swinging arms.
His movements were precise and calculated, stepping into range to stab, only to pull back when it turned to face him. At which point more of the archer’s arrows would slam into its back and explode. When it turned to face her, Gervas would plunge his spear in deep, piercing the holes that the arrows had created.
The small wounds that covered the monster only grew larger while the two circled it, moving into and out of its reach. Its movements slowed with each passing moment until, finally, the beast gave one last roar and turned to Gervas, charging him.
He dropped his spear and rolled aside, letting the creature race past him. Yvette’s eyes widened when the creature went careening straight into the pit once more, toppling in with another sickening glorp. It thrashed about, its many wounds beginning to sizzle and bubble when the slurry flowed into them. The woman stood back, shooting arrow after arrow into the thrashing creature until, finally, it stopped moving entirely, its body sinking into the muck.
“Is that it?” Yvette asked, unable to take her eyes off the creature.
“Yes. Yes I think it is,” Gervas said before promptly falling onto the ground. “Are you okay?”
“Mostly,” she called back. Slowly she got to her feet, using the tree to help support her. She felt exhausted and wanted to just collapse, but she managed to slowly make her way to them on shaky legs. Fortunately, while the bottom of her robe that had dipped into the muck occasionally stuck to her leg, it didn’t seem to burn anymore. Once she was by him she collapsed and gave a weak smile. “We did it. See? I told you we could.”
Gervas gave her a glare. “We almost didn’t. If not for...” he trailed off and glanced to the woman. “Actually, I never got your name. Miss…?”
“Vala,” she said with a wide, cocky grin that Yvette couldn’t help but chuckle at how closely it resembled the one Gervas’ made so often. “Chosen of Xequ’tulon.”
Yvette eyed the woman. The woman should have looked exhausted, covered in sweat and dirt. But while Gervas had gotten flushed from the fight, as she likely had, the woman’s skin was perfectly unchanged, without the slightest blemish. She wasn’t even breathing heavy. It was as if her flesh had been painted on, rather than actually being there. The way she had been moving, the magic needed for those arrows should have drained her.
“Why did you help us?” Yvette asked, moving just a little closer to Gervas. She wondered if fay even could sweat.
“What? Are you upset I didn’t leave you to die?” Vala asked. “I saved your lives, didn’t I?” She walked towards them and held her hand out, the bow disappearing in a small shower of glittery light. “Here. Yvette, was it?”
“I… yes. Thank you for--” She put her hand in the other woman’s and felt herself being pulled up and against the other woman. She felt Vala’s left arm wrap over her chest and pin her back against the woman, a blade held in the hand pressed to her throat.
“Yvette!” Gervas said, beginning to rise to his feet.
“No, sit down or I slit her throat open,” Vala warned, her tone turning harsh. The soft, casual tone from a moment ago completely gone. “Now then. I have a few questions, Yvette. First and foremost. What is a fallen mage doing in these parts?”
“I--”
“Before you speak, just remember. You’re wearing a journeyman’s robes, but that’s clearly a master’s bracer on your arm. Anyone could identify that. So choose your words carefully.” The arm tightened against her and she felt the right arm moving down, slowly unbinding the bracer and sliding it off her arm. Worse, she could feel the blade pushing a little tighter on her throat.
“I was traveling,” Yvette whispered. “Trying to get through these woods. We’re heading towards the ocean, we need to meet with a, with a dragon turtle. This seemed fastest and-- a-ahhh!” The knife moved, just a little, causing a small, tiny cut in her throat.
“Yvette!” Gervas yelled, moving to rise again.
“Sit down or I cut her open now!” Vala yelled, digging the blade in deeper. She could feel a little blood trickle down the blade. Gervas slowly did as he was told, lowering himself back down, though she could see how desperately he wanted to run at them. “Good. Now, the truth, mage.”
“It is the truth, I swear,” Yvette whispered. She felt her bracer come off and let out a soft whimper. “I need it for a spell. That’s all! I need the scale of a dragon turtle!” Fortunately, with the bracer off the blade was slowly loosened and the woman’s other arm wrapped around her stomach.
“And what kind of spell is it?” Vala asked.
“It’s a… you… you wouldn’t understand.”
“Mass destruction? Mind manipulation? Go on, mage, tell me. What part of it involved a dryad?”
Yvette gave a soft whimper, tears in her eyes. “I-I… I want to alter my true form,” she whispered. “That’s what the spell does. It requires those scales and a few other reagents, I’m still translating the spell, I don’t know everything about it. But it’s to turn me into a girl. That’s all, I swear. I didn’t have any intention of doing anything to the dryad. Us meeting her was just a coincidence. I just wanted to help.”
“To turn you into a… what?” Yvette’s cheeks turned a brilliant shade of red when she felt the woman’s other hand reach up and grope her chest for a moment. “You’re not a… oh. Oh. OH!” The knife was pulled mercifully off of her skin, though not fully pulled away, still hovering over her neck. “How do I know you’re not lying?”
“I can prove it,” Yvette whispered. “Gervas, my bag. It has my book. It has what I’ve managed to find out so far. I can show you.”
Vala was silent for a long moment, before nodding. “Okay. If you show me this book, I’ll believe you.”
“T-there. Gervas, can you grab it?”
“It’s with Chestnut,” he said, his eyes locked on Vala. As much as they needed the book right now, Yvette had a suspicion he wouldn’t leave willingly.
Yvette gulped. “Do you mind if he goes and gets it? He--”
“Chosen of Xequ’tulon!” a voice rang out, making Vala jump and the blade come dangerously close to the mage’s throat. The three of them turned their eyes to the treeline, where a tree was moving closer to them. Yvette blinked a few times and she realized it was the dryad.
“Sunny?” Yvette asked.
“Why are you attacking them, Chosen of Xequ’tulon? I can feel that the corruption of my grove has been...” She trailed off when her eyes roamed over the pit, her lips contorting into a grimace of disgust, her leaves shuddering across her body. “Broken. You came to aid them, did you not?”
“You didn’t mention one of them was a fallen mage,” Vala said softly. “She’s dangerous. If I had known I would have let the trolls eat them.”
“They have done nothing to me or my lands but aid them. Fallen or not is no longer your concern. You abandoned such things when you took on this mantle, did you not?”
Vala stared at the dryad for a long moment before, slowly, her hand fell away, pulling the knife with it. “My apologies, Yvette. Sun Through The Golden Leaves is right.”
Yvette moved away from the woman slowly, though once she was fully clear Gervas rushed forward and pulled her away, putting himself between her and Vala. “Are you okay?” he asked, holding her tight.
“Y-yes. I’m fine. I’m okay,” she whispered, letting out a soft sigh of relief. “Sorry.”
“It’s okay, it’s not your fault.”
“You say that a lot, but this time it really kind of is. I am a fallen mage, after all.” She closed her eyes and felt the exhaustion flowing over her again. She nearly collapsed, but he quickly pulled her in tighter, holding her against his chest.
“It’s not your fault you’re fallen,” he said in a soothing, gentle tone. “If they’d just let you be yourself, you wouldn’t have to do any of this. You’d still be one of their mages.”
“I know,” she whispered, closing her eyes and letting him hold her, burying her head against his shoulder. He felt so warm and safe when he held her like this, his was so soothing after all they had been through. “I’m still sorry.”
“Stop saying your sorry unless you do something wrong.”
“Right, sorry. Err, for being sorry. Sorry.”
He shook his head and gently pat her on the back. “Let me see your neck. Is it bad?”
“No, it’s just a little cut,” Yvette whispered. “I can barely feel it, really.” She closed her eyes and gave a gentle content sigh. It didn’t hurt very much, but she couldn’t ignore the warm glow that his care and worry made her feel.
Yvette heard a clearing throat and realized that she was still being watched by Vala and Sunny. Vala pulled back a step, her cheeks a light red, the first change of coloration Yvette had seen them take. “So you two are lovers, then? At least that--”
“We’re not lovers!” Yvette said quickly, her cheeks going so red it went down her neck. “He’s just my guardian.”
“Oh. Of course, not lovers,” Vala said, shaking her head. “Are you two wed, then?”
“I am her guardian, nothing more than that,” Gervas said, his voice turning harsh. Slowly, he guided Yvette back to the ground, letting her sit to recover. “Though it’s none of your concern what we are. I think our task here is done. The trolls are gone, the grove can be restored, correct?” he asked, glancing to Sunny.
“It will take time, but yes,” the dryad said, looking between the two of them curiously, before glancing to Vala.
The woman sighed before shaking her head. “You don’t need to say it. Please, allow me to escort you through these woods and back to civilization.”
“You just held a knife to Yvette’s throat, I don’t want you anywhere near us.”
“She’s a fallen mage, most will do a lot worse. Speaking of, girl!” she snapped.
Yvette flushed, moving just a little behind Gervas. “Yes?”
“Either change your robe, your bracer or both. Cover your hand, too. Anyone with any experience with mages can tell that a journeyman shouldn’t have a master bracer. Or just wear something not so obvious,” she said before shaking her head. “I’d imagined anyone who had half a mind to learn magic would be able to figure out something so obvious.”
Yvette nodded. “I was going to cover it when we got to town, and change my clothes,” she lied. She hadn’t really thought much about it, she’d just been so excited to know she’d finally be able to be herself, the idea of hiding her garments hadn’t crossed her mind. Covering the mark had, but she hadn’t expected to need to do it in the forest.
Vala started walking away from them, heading the way they had originally come.
“What? Where are you going?” Gervas asked.
“Lets go get your horses so we can get you out of these woods. The trails I know will get you out of here a lot faster, especially if you’re mounted. Consider it thank you for helping me with the trolls.”
“I told you we’re not going anywhere with you,” Gervas said.
“You don’t really have a choice,” she said with a shrug and a dismissive wave of her hand. “Either way, I’m getting your horses so we can get you out of here. This’ll be easier if you come with me.”
“They won’t come for you,” Gervas snapped, his hand moving towards his sword. “They’ll only heed--”
“Your commands, correct? Mageborne, I could tell. Don’t worry.” Vala held out her right hand and her skin began to shift and darken, her body growing taller while her garments began to alter themselves around her form. Within a few moments, she was a perfect copy of Gervas, even her armor matching his chainmail.
“You can use transfiguration?” Yvette yelled, her eyes wide. She felt a rush of excitement flood her. Transfiguration was such a rarely used style of magic, even if it was her specialty. The woman’s magic seemed so strange and foreign to her already, but she hadn’t seen any reagents on the woman to allow such an alteration.
“No. I’m a changeling, Yvette. It’s not like your magic,” Vala said, her voice now sounding perfectly like Gervas’.
Her guardian stared at his duplicate, his hand reaching for his sword.
“Please,” Sunny said, her voice calm and making him stop. “The chosen may seem rough, but I assure you she means no harm. She will do as she says, I give my word.”
Gervas stared at the changeling for a long moment before giving a soft sigh. His hand slowly moved away from his sword before he glanced back to Yvette. “Stay here.”
“What?” she asked.
“Stay here until I get back,” he repeated.
“But I--”
“Am exhausted from your magic use, aren’t you? Do you think you’re in any state to cross that river? Or to guide Chestnut across it?”
Her cheeks burned but, slowly, she shook her head. “No.” If Gervas hadn’t helped her to the ground already, she was certain she’d have fallen over by now. “I’ll wait and rest. Just come back soon, okay?”
“I will,” he said before he turned and ran off, after the changeling.
Yvette sighed and, once he was out of sight, fell back completely and collapsed on the ground, panting lightly. “I hate this...” she whispered. “No offense, Sunny. It’s a beautiful grove. I wish I could appreciate it fully.”
“The chosen will not harm you again,” Sunny said before moving towards the pit of red sludge. She held out her right hand and, very slowly, vines began to rise up out of the ground around the edge of the pool, dipping deeply into the sludge. A moment later, more vines sprang up behind the first row and moved over the pool, covering it entirely. “I am sorry that they harmed you at all. They should not have.”
“It’s fine. I’m used to people expecting the worst from me,” Yvette muttered, closing her eyes. She reached up and put her fingers against the cut on her throat. All she wanted was to be a girl, yet all it seemed to do was lead to more and more pain for her. Why couldn’t anyone just accept she was a girl, all she wanted was to be a girl? She didn’t want to cause harm or pain. Yet they just kept assuming the worse fro--
She sat up, her eyes going wide. “Wait. She never called me him. Or a boy. Or anything. She kept calling me her!” she said before turning back to the dryad and staring.
Sunny stood in front of the pool, or at least where the pool had been. Now a small tree, nearly as tall as her, had sprung up. It was covered in beautiful flowers with vines snaking down around its roots, covering the disgusting taint. More flowers and vines were slowly moving through the damaged clearing, wrapping around stumps. The dryad didn’t even seem to notice Yvette while she worked.
“This is incredible,” Yvette whispered. “I didn’t know dryads could work so fast.”
“There is much magic in my grove, now,” Sunny said gently. “Their bodies will be used to bring new life to my home. To undo what they have done. It will not be enough to repair it immediately. But it will accelerate the process.” She moved to the new tree and held out her hands. Budding flowers seemed to lower from it, wrapped in a small necklace by their stems. “For your aid, I grant you this boon.” Sunny walked to Yvette and slowly placed the now fully blossoming necklace around her neck.
Yvette slowly lifted a hand up to touch the flowers. They were soft to the touch, the scent of the necklace gently flowing up. “Thank you. I don’t know what to say.”
Sunny didn’t answer, instead turning back to her tree and continuing the growth process. Yvette reached for her bag, only to realize it was still with the horse. She made a mental note to read more about dryads when she could. For now, she closed her eyes and relaxed.
Far too soon her rest was interrupted by Gervas’ voice and she glanced up. He was guiding both horses by their reins, Vala walking behind him with an amused look on her face. Yvette snickered, but quickly decided against commenting. She could see the frustration growing on her guardian’s face. He moved to her side her before releasing the reins and holding his hand out to her. “Come on. Let’s get you onto Chestnut and go.”
“Huh? I thought you didn’t want us riding here, since the--”
“Apparently our new… guide knows a path we can take that will be safe to ride on. Besides, with all that energy you expended, I don’t want you walking until you have a chance to fully rest.”
Yvette nodded and took his hand. She let out a yelp when he pulled her up and then grabbed her by her hips, hauling her up and onto the horse as easily as if she weighed nothing. Her cheeks burned with embarrassment, though she only gave him a glare. “Y-you don’t need to do that. I-I can get onto a horse myself.”
“Just rest for a bit, Yvette,” Gervas said before he started to guide both horses back towards the forest. She slowly positioned herself on her mount, sitting as comfortably as she could. “You can walk later.” He then held up two small, glass jars with stoppers in them. “Also. It’s not much, but I stopped by the first troll on the way back. I’m hoping it will help.”
Yvette blinked a few times and stared at them, before her eyes widened, taking them from him. Troll’s blood. She’d completely forgotten about it in all the excitement. Slowly she opened her bag, staring into it for a moment. While the bag itself weighed only a few pounds and was no bigger than a normal satchel, inside it was easily the size of a large room, with her things all neatly stacked and organized. She gingerly placed the glass jars inside a small case amongst other such jars. After a moment, she lifted the dryad’s necklace over her head and put it inside as well, not wanting to risk it being damaged by wearing it. “Thank you,” she said softly, staring at the jars. She couldn’t believe he’d managed to remember.
“Let’s go,” Gervas said before swinging into Redwood’s saddle with ease.
“Of course,” Vala said before moving in front of the pair.
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Yvette held tightly onto the reins, her heart pounding. She didn’t know how it was possible. How could anyone move so quickly?
Vala had led them deeper into the forest in order to bring them to a strange trail. While at first glance, it seemed as thick as any other path, within a few minutes it became clear that the ground was smooth and well worn, with only a few leaves brushing against them when they rode. At times, the path cleared entirely, allowing their mounts to full gallop without any worry of tripping or getting harmed.
In the past two days they had made far, far better speed than they had during the entirety of their trip through the woods. Even Gervas, despite his constant grouchy mood at the changeling, couldn’t deny that they were saving so much time.
However, no matter how fast they went, Vala always seemed to be ahead of them. Leaping from branch to branch, the woman seemed as if she never ran out of energy. Though she rarely spoke to them, except to warn them of any encroaching difficulties the path revealed, she was always there to keep an eye on them.
There was definitely magic along this path, Yvette could feel it. She didn’t know if it was to protect it, keep it clear or possibly even shorten the distance. But at the very least, the trail was definitely the easiest travel they’d had through the woods. Every so often she would reach out with her own, touching and poking at the seams of this strange place. While it wasn’t part of the Fay Woods themselves, it was definitely connected to them in some way. Every so often she would see different creatures out of the corner of her eyes, though whenever she looked they seemed to already be gone, as if they were a figment of her imagination. She even, as an exercise, had partially transformed her eyes to that of the trolls in order to see the magic that surrounded the path. Even with those eyes she could never seem to catch a glimpse of the creatures that she swore were watching them.
She sometimes wondered if it was her imagination, if they truly were there or if the strange magic of this place was affecting her mind, making her believe things were there. It felt as if they were always being watched, every night making her feel uneasy and, despite his denials, she suspected Gervas was feeling just as wary as she was. He didn’t object at all to her sharing his tent with him, so they could stay close.
However, today things felt a little different. The magic in the air seemed to have dampened considerably and those spying eyes no longer seemed to appear in the corners of her vision. Chestnut and Redwood began to slow their gallop until, eventually, they moved at a brisk but steady trot, lightly panting.
Vala had stopped, leaping down from one of the tree branches ahead of them before glancing back. “This trail ends soon. You’ll want to guide your horses by hand now. Once you’re off the path, you’ll arrive at the coast before sundown.” She then glanced to Yvette and shook her head. “You’ll want to change before then. You’re a bit obvious. The robes or the bracer, I’d choose one.”
Yvette nodded and then slowly climbed down from the saddle, careful to avoid falling out once again. She gently patted Chestnut on the nose. “Thanks for the ride,” she said softly before glancing back to the changeling. “Thank you for all your help. And thanks for not getting mad.”
“Getting mad?” Vala asked, crossing her arms. “You mean when I almost slit your throat?”
“No. About me being a girl,” she said softly.
Vala stared at her for a few moments before her eyes widened. A little red pushed into the changelings cheeks and she looked away. “Well… that’s not really any of my concern, now is it? As long as you’re not trying to damage anything here, I don’t care what you are. If you say you’re a girl, you’re a girl, that’s all that really matters,” she said before she stepped off the path, walking into the trees and bushes. “Just be careful. Us fay don’t usually care about such things. Others often do. Just don’t cause any problems and be safe out there. I think it goes without saying, but don’t tell people about the dryad. The last thing any of us want to deal with is some idiot trying to steal from her grove. She’s had enough problems as it is.”
“Of course,” Yvette said firmly, watching the woman walk away. Once she was out of sight, she gave a soft sigh and started walking down the path.
“What did you mean?” Gervas asked.
“Huh?” Yvette asked, glancing back at him.
“Why would she get mad about you being a girl?”
“Everyone always gets mad once they find out what I was,” Yvette said softly. “Or they keep calling me him. Or… all of that. Even you did. But she didn’t. It was nice. She never called me a guy, even once.”
Gervas paused for a moment, looking Yvette up and down before glancing away. “I didn’t notice.”
“I can’t help but notice,” she whispered. She felt a small sting in her heart, glancing back towards where the changeling had disappeared into the woods. She felt that small, crushing weight beginning to press in on her again. Before the day was out, they would be back in another town. The Mage’s Association might be coming after them, could even be waiting for them.
She’d have to be careful once more. Every word she said, every movement she made. If people found out what she was, that she wasn’t truly a girl, they’d judge her again. She’d get looks. She inched just a little closer to Gervas.
The idea of facing more of those looks and words made her heart sink. Constantly being told she was a guy, that she should learn to man up. The way they’d recoil from her, as if she had some disease. The way they’d refuse to call her anything but ‘him’, as if accepting that she was a girl was somehow a great, horrible blight that if they were just nasty enough, would fade away.
She felt weak, closing her eyes. Having to listen to people who couldn’t even begin to understand how she felt, telling her how SHE should behave. How she should just ‘accept’ being male. How she should keep working for it. Never mind that it made her miserable and want to do anything to escape the pain. It was the ‘correct way to behave’.
She glanced back towards Gervas and felt just a small hint of that weight being pulled away. Spread out between them. Other people didn’t understand, didn’t even try to understand. They refused to believe she could be correct and be a girl. But he didn’t.
Their time in the forest had been them and only them, traveling through these woods it had been easy to pretend the rest of the world didn’t exist. That nobody could, or would, ever hurt her. That no one would try to stop her from being herself.
Those people existed, though. They might always exist. But she was sure there were more people like Gervas. People who would stand by her side and help her carry the burden. Who wouldn’t abandon her just for being a little different. Slowly, she reached her hand out for his, but stopped before gripping it. She pulled her hand back, her cheeks burning a little red. It was so nice to have someone on her side for once. Even if he was the only person in the world who would accept her, as long as there was someone else to help her bear this weight, she was happy. As long as there was one person, that had to mean there were more. After all, if a fay like Vala could accept it, why couldn’t a normal person?
Her eyes widened when his hand reached back to grip hers, giving it a little squeeze. “I understand. Don’t worry. No matter what happens, we’ll face it together,” he said with a confident smile that made her heart jump. “I’ll keep you safe. No one has to know that you’re anything but a young girl. Another mage doing her best to learn and grow. Okay?” He gave her hand another small squeeze, making her heart beat a little fast.
“It’s okay that I’m a girl?” she asked softly.
“I don’t see how it couldn’t be. You’ve always been a girl. It’s just taking the world a bit longer to figure it out. We’ll find a way to stop you from being tracked, then we’ll get that scale. Okay?”
She nodded, giving a small, relieved smile. “Okay.” She glanced down to his hand, feeling his warmth moving up through her body from it. So long as she had him to protect her, she knew nothing bad would happen to her. “Do you think I did okay? When we fought the trolls?”
“Huh? What do you mean?”
“I mean, I only helped to eliminate one of them. You had to save me from the--”
“You fought a troll,” he said firmly. “Even a small one isn’t easy. You did fine. I’m just happy you didn’t try to turn into a bear and fight it, you wouldn’t have stood a chance.”
“Obviously,” she said with a light laugh. “A bear was nowhere big or strong enough. I doubt I could have gotten through its hide at all. I just mean… do you think I could have done more?”
He stopped and glanced back at her. “Done more? How?”
She felt her cheeks go red when his eyes fell on her. “I just mean, you and Vala eliminated the other two. I should have been able to help with more than just one.”
Annoyance covered Gervas’ face and he let go, walking down the path once more. He barely seemed to notice that the brush was getting more overgrown with every few steps, swallowing the path from under them.
“What’s wrong? What’d I say?” she asked, following after him.
“Nothing. You did fine. Don’t compare yourself to Vala.”
“Why not? She helped us, didn’t she? And she’s--”
“A changeling. I know exactly what she is. She also put a knife to your throat after we helped her. Or did you forget that part?”
“She was just being careful. I’m still a fallen mage, if anything--”
“You’re not a fallen mage!” Gervas snapped before turning around to face her, both him and Redwood stopping.
Yvette’s eyes widened and she froze in place, Chestnut freezing besides her. “But… I am. This symbol on my hand is--”
“It shouldn’t be there at all. If I could remove it, I would,” he said, his voice full of anger.
“W-what?” she asked. “I… I mean, I know I would, but I--”
“You’re not doing anything wrong and I am so tired of all of… this!” he yelled, swiping at the air with his free hand. Redwood cringed back from him, though he kept a firm grip on the reins. “We shouldn’t be sneaking around. We shouldn’t have to worry about them sending hunters after you. You don’t want to hurt anyone. All you want is to STOP hurting!” he said, the anger in his voice almost as strong as the anger she had been feeling for so long.
Yvette stared at him, her free hand rising to her mouth. “I… I know. But I--”
“And it’s so frustrating. It’s not fair. It’s not right.” He let Redwood go, the horse quickly taking a few steps back. Gervas stepped forward and cupped Yvette’s cheek in his right hand, staring into her eyes. “I’ve watched you. I’ve seen you. You don’t deserve this. You’re trying so hard just to be yourself and they can’t even try to accept it. I’ve lived my whole life amongst mages. I’ve seen them lie, cheat, steal, abuse, tear people apart with their magic. I’ve seen them do things that, were they anything but a mage, they would have been imprisoned for. But because it’s magic, it’s okay. It’s allowed. It’s not a problem when they use magic to tamper with a person’s mind. To alter what people see, hear, feel. Because it wears off. Never mind that the damage is done.”
“But you? All you want to do is fix yourself. All you want is to be yourself. For that, you’re treated like a criminal,” he said, his hand letting her cheek go and gripping her right hand. He rubbed his thumb gently over the mark of the fallen mage. “Because of that, my grandmother did this to you. She made you a criminal. She made you have to run and hide. She made you have to flee for your life. It’s not fair. You don’t deserve this. Now we’re going back, somewhere that we’ll have to deal with even more people like that. People who will judge you. Punish you. Hurt you. Why?”
His grip on her hand was so tight it hurt, but she didn’t mind. She stared up at him, trying to process his words. She had felt that way for so long. It wasn’t fair that she had to go through this. His support had meant so much to her. But she’d never thought that he had felt that strongly about everything. That he had understood her feelings, her thoughts, her hurts. That he had hurt when she hurt.
Her mouth was so dry, but she had to speak. “I… I did steal from the vault,” she whispered.
“Only because you had to.”
“I poisoned you and her. I lied to you, used you, to get the opportunity.”
He stared into her eyes for a long moment, before softly speaking up. “You felt you had to. If I had known, I would have helped you.”
The words cracked through her like a lightning bolt. “What?”
“I would have helped you. I’m not an idiot. I knew what you wanted. I knew you wouldn’t give up on that spell. I knew we weren’t just sticking around because you wanted to learn more from my… from the grandmaster. But I was hoping you’d decide against it. I was hoping that if we waited there long enough, you’d let it go. That you’d abandon such foolishness.”
“But I can’t--”
“But you couldn’t. Even though it’s stupid and dangerous, you had to jump in, both feet first. Didn’t you?”
“Yes,” she whispered, staring intently into his eyes.
“I hate that you’ve been forced down this path. I hate that you have to go through this. I hate that you’re being hurt for something that isn’t your fault. I hate that I can’t do more,” he said, his grip only tightening on her hand and making her give a soft whimper of pain. He quickly released her hand, his eyes widening. “Sorry.”
“I-it’s fine,” Yvette said, rubbing her hand. “It’s not your fault, though. I made this choice. I decided to--”
“You never decided anything,” Gervas snapped before turning around and moving to Redwood. He took the horse by the reins, gently guiding her down the path. “They did. You just want to be yourself. That’s all I’ve ever seen you ask from anyone. They’re the ones who decided to make it a crime. You’re not a fallen mage, Yvette. You’re just a mage who’s being punished for something that isn’t her fault.”
Yvette stared at him, a hand moving up to her mouth. She tried to hold back the tears, ignoring the pain in her hand. While she hated to watch him suffer, to see that sadness and anger in his eyes, she couldn’t help but feel joy knowing how he truly felt about this entire ordeal.
That, despite everything she had to endure, she had to go through, she truly wasn’t alone. She had at least one person who understood and shared her frustration at this entire situation. She glanced down at the mark on her hand and smile.
She wouldn’t tell him, but she couldn’t help but feel that becoming a fallen mage may have been worth it after all. Just to know she had someone who truly supported her.
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Yvette sniffed the air, a strange scent filling her nostrils. She shivered and shook her head. “It’s… strong,” she said softly, slowly walking through the trees. Off in the distance she could hear strange cawing.
“What is?” Gervas asked.
“That smell. What is it?”
He glanced back at her and gave a soft chuckle. “The sea. Have you ever been out to the coast?” he asked with a small smile.
“No. I haven’t. Have you?”
“More than a few times. Most of my escorts end up near there at one time or another. So you’ve never seen the sea?”
Her cheeks burned and she shook her head. “I’ve seen it on maps, of course. But that’s not--”
“But you’ve never seen it up close, have you?” he asked again.
The blush grew all the way to her ears and she shook her head. “No. I haven’t. It’s just a bunch of water though, right?”
“Oh, you’ll see,” he said, giving a light laugh.
Yvette rolled her eyes and focused on slowly navigating Chestnut through the foliage. It was steadily getting darker, making the ground harder to see and requiring more concentration. However, things were slowly getting clearer and the trees were growing further apart with every few minutes of travel.
Finally, Gervas stopped and lifted a hand. “There we go. That,” he said.
Yvette stopped and looked up. Her heart nearly jumped into her mouth. The trees had finally cleared out enough for her to see beyond the woods. It came out at the top of a cliff, allowing her to see down to the coastal town below. Fields filled with tall stalks of wheat stretched out. However, doors and windows seemed to have been built into the ground itself, small homes that were carved into the stone and dirt. At the water’s edge, far below, a pier was built that seemed to reach out into the ocean.
Their vantage point allowed them to see the sea itself. Her breath stopped at the sight of this endless field of blue. It seemed to go on forever, the only disturbance seeming to be the occasional small wave that came to the shore. The scent was almost overpowering now. She also quickly found the source of the cawing. Small, white birds flying around in the air. “It’s… it’s huge,” she whispered. “That’s all water? All the way out until the end of the world?”
“All the way to the void itself,” Gervas said before shaking his head. “Or so they say. I’ve never gone that far out, though. I don’t know anyone who’d ever want to. Getting so close to the edge of the world sounds almost suicidal. Even if you can’t go into the void, I’d rather not risk it.”
Yvette nodded, her eyes wandering up, past the water. All she could see on the horizon was blue water and the light of the sun. She could almost imagine the void out there, waiting for anyone who was foolish enough to come close.
An endless white expanse where everything just stopped, even this endless expanse of blue. Where even the most powerful mages couldn’t go. Where anything and everything just ceased to be, as if it was an impenetrable wall holding the whole world inside. The thought of going near it was such foolishness that it made her quiver a little. She looked away, her eyes landing on a strange, white tower built at the highest point of the cliff, on the edge of where the forest was cut back. “What’s that?” she asked gently, pointing towards it. “A mage’s tower, right?”
“Yes, but a little different. See?” Gervas said before pointing towards the very top. A great light seemed to illuminate from within. “It’s to help sailors know the town is here, in case they get lost. From that point, the local mage can see out into the pier and use their magic to remove fog or anything else that makes it harder for the port to function.”
Yvette nodded. “I see. I’ve heard that some are used for that. I’ve never been particularly skilled at that kind of magic, though. I--” Her words were cut off when he took the reins from her. “What are you doing?”
“It’s time for you to change,” he said, motioning back towards the woods. “Cover that mark. No one’s going to be looking for a fallen mage here. At least, they shouldn’t. But you do kind of stick out. How do you want to do this?”
Yvette nodded. “Right. I’ll go change. And I don’t know. I’ll need a few moments to decide,” she said quickly, before turning and walking back into the trees, hiding behind a particularly thick one. She then glanced down at the bracer on her arm.
She’d been thinking about it for days now. The obvious answer was to pose as a master. She had the bracer, it would be easy enough. She could cast her magic without any hindrance then.
However, traveling masters were incredibly rare, rarer even than traveling journeymen. On top of that, if anyone asked her to do a spell that would be simple for a master, it would be easy to tell what she was. The only magic she was truly talented in was transfiguration, the rest of her magic was at the level of an apprentice. Unfortunately, her most powerful spells were nowhere near the level to make up for such an obvious weakness in others.
Going as a journeyman was easy as well, the likely safest method. She’d have to hide the bracer, perhaps say she preferred staffs or wands to cast her magic, rather than a simple bracer. But they were already strapped for money as it was, having to get an object to hide her from divination as well as a new bracer or staff could only cause her more trouble.
There was one more option that she hadn’t considered. She glanced down at her robes, pulling them open and looking at the tunic and breeches she wore. They were well worn, but a symbol of what she was. “Gervas?”
“What?” he asked.
“What if I wasn’t a mage?”
There was a long moment of silence from him, before he spoke up again. “I’m sorry?”
“Not permanently! I mean, here. What if I dressed as if I wasn’t a mage?”
“Do you really want to do that?”
She stared down at her clothing for a moment. It might be kind of fun to try being normal for a change. She’d always drawn some attention, either as a child of nobility or as a mage. Being someone who didn’t might be interesting for a change. “Yes! It’d be fun.”
“Okay. I can’t do magic, though. The things we’re looking for aren’t the kinds of things non-mages would be looking for, either.”
Yvette’s cheeks burned with shame when she realized he was right. If she wasn’t a mage, there wasn’t any other reason they’d be out here. People didn’t just go searching for dragon turtles. She took a long, slow breath. “I’ll be a journeyman. I used a staff, but it was destroyed by… I don’t know. Maybe it was stolen?”
“Destroyed works. There was an accident when we were traveling. Spell went poorly, it was broken by the spell.”
Yvette’s cheeks burned. “I’m not an incompetent mage! I wouldn’t have accidentally destroyed my focus!” she said, anger flooding her.
“It happens a lot, more times than I think you mages would be willing to admit.”
“Really? You’re not just saying that so I’ll go along with it, are you?”
“Of course not, don’t be ridiculous,” Gervas said, his tone sounding unamused. “You mages are always tampering in things you shouldn’t be.”
Yvette nodded and then stepped back out from behind the tree. “I guess this means I don’t have to change, at least,” she mumbled, before unbinding her bracer and pulling it off. She walked to Chestnut and opened her bag, sliding the bracer inside. She reached in and the objects seemed to shift around, moving her clothing to within easy reach. Within a few moments she felt a sinking feeling in her stomach. “Ummm, Gervas. There’s a problem.”
“What now?”
“My gloves. I don’t have them.”
“What do you mean, you don’t have them?” he asked, moving besides her.
Yvette gave a soft, annoyed sigh. When she’d first left her home and taken her steps out into the world, her master had left her a little surprise. She’d spent the last few years gathering all of the female clothing she could. Dresses, gowns, undergarments, even a beautiful pair of white gloves that had cost her a pretty penny.
Her master had tossed them all away and replaced them with boy clothing. Even her robe had been boy’s clothing. She’d altered them heavily with her magic, to make what she could into girl’s clothing. Those that had already been enchanted too heavily for her to alter she had left behind.
Shame filled her when she realized that there had been a pair of gloves. Heavy, thick ones that had been enchanted against the cold and being pierced. They’d been so bulky and crude, she’d tossed them away without a second thought once she’d realized they were too enchanted for her to fix. As had many other garments.
The robe she now wore wasn’t even the one she had altered before, it was one that had been replaced at the vault by the grandmaster, the only piece of true girl clothing she had. Something that had been originally made for a girl. Even if it was a bit faded and dulled from all of her cleaning spells, it had since become her favorite garment to wear and the only type of garment she had worn since they had left the vault.
“I’m sorry,” she mumbled, glancing back to Gervas. She felt unease in her stomach. “I tossed them away.”
“Why would you toss them away?” he asked and, despite his calm features, she could hear the frustration and annoyance in his tone. “Did you think you’d never need to get your hands dirty?”
“No. They were part of the boy’s clothes. Remember my mage’s fit? They were enchanted and I’m sorry,” Yvette said, closing her eyes. She felt shame forming a knot in her stomach, unwilling to see the disappointment on his face. If only she’d been more careful. “I should have kept them, but I tossed them away once I couldn’t fix them. I’m sor--” She felt a hand on her head and slowly she opened her eyes.
“It’s okay,” Gervas said, giving her a small smile. However, despite his soothing words she could hear the frustration in his voice.
“I shouldn’t have--”
“It doesn’t matter, it’s okay.”
“It doesn’t sound okay. You sound mad.”
“I’m not mad. I’m frustrated. But I’m not frustrated at you. You shouldn’t have had those gloves to begin with. He shouldn’t have switched your clothes like that. It’s not your fault and I don’t blame you for tossing them aside. We’ll get some new gloves for you. For now, though, we need to cover your hand. Do you have any bandages?”
She gave a small nod and moved through the bag, before pulling out a small roll. He took it from her and began to, slowly, bind up her right hand. Starting from a bit below the wrist and moving up, wrapping it around the entirety of her hand and pinning her fingers together. “What are you doing? I can’t move my fingers.”
“If I just wrap up the back of your hand, it’ll draw notice,” Gervas said firmly. “Your staff exploded, it hurt your hand. You’re healing it with your magic, but we’ve been keeping it wrapped up for the time being. We’ll get you a staff and some gloves, then we’ll work on making sure people can’t track you.” Once her hand was completely bound up, he patted the wrapping and turned back to their mounts. The two horses hadn’t moved while they were working, as well behaved as ever. “Come on, let’s go.” He took Redwood’s reins and started leading her out of the woods.
Yvette stared at him, lifting the bandaged hand up to her chest. They didn’t have the money for that, she knew. Or rather, she didn’t. She glanced to his bags and tried to avoid doing the necessary mental calculations.
But she couldn’t. While she didn’t know how much money he’d been paid to escort her, she knew he had to have dug into that money a few times by now. She’d left with a little coin to her name, but not much. Most of what she needed was supposed to have been provided by the places she stayed at, paid by the aid she offered. She’d also been given supplies in her bag to aid in her journey.
But he’d told her himself, mages paid well. He’d been taking care of mages like her for years. He’d likely saved money during that time. Now he was spending it on her, helping her quest. Another jab of guilt filled her stomach. “Gervas?” she asked, tugging on Chestnut’s reins and the pair slowly following behind him.
“What?” he asked.
“How much do you have?”
He almost stumbled, quickly catching himself and making the near mistake seem almost smooth, but she’d known him long enough to notice the small catch of his boot. “Have of what?”
“Coin.”
“That’s not really--”
“You shouldn’t be spending it on me,” Yvette said.
Gervas gave a soft sigh, frustration returning to his tone. “Oh. It’s about that.”
“Of course it’s about that. You’re not obligated to--”
“I was paid to keep you safe. That’s what I’m doing,” he said firmly.
“It’s hardly being paid if you spend all of it on me,” she said, picking up her speed to walk closer behind him. “It’s not your duty to--”
“If I have to spend a bit of coin to ensure we’re both safe, then I’ll do it.”
“But--”
“I’ll get it back from you later.”
Yvette almost stopped, her mouth falling open. “From me? How?”
“I’ll make you pay me back.”
“Where am I going to get money?”  she asked.
“Once you’re a girl. There are always people willing to pay a mage to take care of things for them. You could find all kinds of work as a mercenary, even. Well, a mercenary healer.”
“I’m a fallen mage!” she snapped, frustration growing in her voice. “No one is going to want anything to do with me once I--” The words froze in her mouth once she realized what she said. Suddenly she felt light headed and she stumbled, steadying herself by holding the reins tightly. Chestnut quickly moved in closer, helping to support the girl with her head.
Gervas stopped and stared back at her. “Ah. So you hadn’t thought about that?”
“What am I going to do when all of this is over? The Mage’s Association won’t allow me to do any kind of magic ever again. I can’t--”
“People won’t care,” he said with a shake of his head.
“Of course they will. The Mage’s Association--”
“Doesn’t have the resources or power to track down every fallen mage and ensure they aren’t causing trouble, at least if we make it hard for them. If they did, you’d have already been tracked down by now. They especially don’t have the resources to track down a mage who isn’t causing trouble for anyone.”
Yvette flushed. “But I’m not really noticeable right now. If I was doing work, I--”
“If you were healing people and not causing any trouble, no one would care,” Gervas said quickly. “Besides.” He motioned her to come besides him. Once she was, he reached out and took her bandaged hand in her free one. “Once you can fix yourself. Once everything is over and you’re a woman, fully. Do you think that you won’t be able to remove this mark?”
“I mean… maybe. It’s not transformation magic. It’s more of an illusion. That’s why it looks different to whoever sees it. That and--”
“But do you think you’ll be able to remove it?”
She stared at her hand before slowly nodding. The more she thought about it, the more sure she became that she’d be able to remove it even before then. It hadn’t been an alteration of her true form, just a very deep, magical scar. Even if she couldn’t remove it, there had to be plenty of mages who could. On top of that, there were plenty of places a mage like her could find work, even if not officially from the Mage’s Association. For all the power the Mage’s Association held, if they couldn’t track her, then they’d be unlikely to waste resources trying to find her. Especially after she changed her form and became unrecognizable.
“Then there’s nothing to worry about, is there? You’ll pay me back, whatever I spend. Just think of it as an investment. You’d hardly be the first mage who owes me a favor or three.” He let her hand go and started walking once more, fully stepping out from the trees and into the fields, quickly making his way to the path that went down from the tower towards the town.
Yvette blinked a few times, before quickly moving to follow behind him. She eyed him cautiously, before glancing away. Her bandaged hand reached up to her heart, trying to ignore the warmth spreading through her.
He hated mages so much. Yet he was so protective of her. She felt small tears forming in the corners of her eyes, though she tried to force them back.
It wasn’t fair at all. He was doing so much to help her, to aid her. Yet there were so many people who refused to just let her be. Who decided to actively stand in her way. She felt anger rise in her at the thought. So many people who couldn’t even do the bare minimum of allowing her to be herself, so many who had to, instead, fight her as if she was some kind of monster. As if her suffering somehow made their lives better.
She glanced down at the town and gave a soft sigh. At least Gervas would be with her now. No matter who stood in their way, he’d be there by her side. So long as--
“Oh by the Wolf, give me strength,” Gervas whispered.
“Huh?” Yvette asked, glancing ahead down the path, her heart began to beat faster when she saw the person blocking their way. Chestnut suddenly stopped and tugged on the reins, almost pulling them free of her hands.
The woman was tall, taller even than Gervas. With long golden hair and golden eyes. She wore the same blue journeyman robes that Yvette did, with a small, brown bracer on her right arm. Besides her stood a horse that appeared to be made entirely of stone, pulling a wagon filled with barrels. It was hard to tell who looked more shocked by the encounter, her or Gervas. Though the look of growing rage on the other woman’s face was clear as day.
“Allow me to introduce you to Madlyn, my last escort,” Gervas muttered. “Careful, her golems buck.”
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“Madlyn?” Yvette asked. “Wait, you mean the one who broke your arm? She’s here? Why is she--”
“GERVAS?!” the woman yelled, her rage finally spilling out. “What are YOU doing here? Did my uncle send you?”
“No,” Gervas said. Yvette couldn’t help but notice that he had let Redwood go and his hand was resting on the hilt of his sword. She suspected that if his spear and shield hadn’t been strapped to Redwood, he would have already been waiting for her to charge. “I could ask you the same thing.”
The woman certainly looked ready to charge, her golem standing still besides her. Finally, Madlyn’s eyes glanced to Yvette and she could see annoyance moving over the other woman’s face. “Another journeyman? Are you trying to ruin HER future, too?”
“Last I heard, you were up in Frenzurn,” Gervas said, ignoring her question. His hand now gripping his sword. Madlyn didn’t respond, however, instead her eyes narrowing on Yvette.
“I’m not sure who you are, but trust me. If you paid him, fire him immediately. He is the WORST guardian I’ve ever seen,” she said, fury in her voice.
“She already tried,” Gervas said, moving between the two. “I don’t work for her, though. I work for her master.”
Madlyn sighed and shook her head, her gaze on Yvette softening, before she turned angry eyes back on Gervas. “Nobody wants you here. Or your mule. Or… that,” she snapped, motioning past Yvette towards Chestnut, who had calmed down finally.
“Redwood and Chestnut.”
“Who cares?” Madlyn said before she started to walk again, her golem moving besides her. She kept her eyes on Gervas, giving him a glare that made Yvette shiver. However, when she passed them, the woman did glance back towards her and stopped. “What was your name?”
“Yvette,” she said quickly, wishing she’d kept her bracer out in case she’d needed to cast another spell.
“Well, Yvette. While you’re in MY town, feel free to visit my tower. I would be happy to have another mage visit. This invitation is for you only. NOT for your… guardian,” Madlyn said, nearly snarling the last word.
“I’ll keep that in mind,” Yvette said, staring up at the woman until she started walking again, passing them. Once the girl was out of earshot, she glanced back to Gervas, who was watching as well. Finally, he let his hand move away from his sword.
“I guess this means we won’t be going to the local mage for assistance with hiding you,” Gervas muttered and shook his head.
“She did not like you at all,” Yvette muttered.
“You didn’t like me, either,” he said, giving her a small, if tired, smile.
“You kept calling me a boy. I liked you just fine after that.” She gave him a gentle, teasing smile. “Were you calling her a boy, too?”
He gave a soft chuckle before he started walking towards the town, shaking his head with mild amusement. With the other woman leaving, he seemed far calmer now, relaxing quickly and his hand moving away from his sword. Redwood moving besides him, allowing him to reach out and grab her reins. “She was a difficult case. Last I saw she was further north, though. I don’t know why she’d be here.”
“How long ago since you escorted her?”
“Long enough. No, I don’t think there is such a thing as long enough where she’s concerned. But it was quite a while ago.”
Yvette nodded and moved a little faster to catch up with him. “Do you think I should meet with her later?”
“No,” he said quickly.
The sounds of the town below were starting to rise into the air, lights flickering on outside many of the homes. She could hear people yelling and laughing from some of the homes. “It sounds like a jovial place,” she said.
“I guess.”
She gave another sigh, shaking her head. He barely seemed to be listening to her, his focus completely torn, even if he was more relaxed now. “Do you think we’ll find a good enough place?”
“Yeah. I know a place. They’ll take good care of Redwood and Chestnut,” he said.
“You’ve been here before?”
“A few times. A lot of people travel through ports like this. If we’re lucky, an old family friend will be here. Should make things a lot easier.”
“Oh? So you have been at sea a lot, then?” Yvette asked, grinning when she saw he was beginning to focus on her again. “Who’s this friend?”
“Huh? A few times. Lots of ships that go up and down the coast. Not very far through deep waters, but it’s a good way to travel. Faster than going by land, unless you’re going inland. So long as you don’t go near the more dangerous coasts.”
“Why didn’t we take a ship?” she asked, suppressing the annoyance at him not answering the second question.
“Because you wanted to go to the vault. Was far faster to go by land than by sea,” he said with a light chuckle. “It’s about as far inland as you can get.”
The streets, if they could be called that, were wide, flattened sections of the hill that had rows of crude bricks marking the edges. Most of them were just wide enough for the pair to walk side by side while leading their mounts. At the edges were usually steep drops, leading to other streets and doors.
Gervas led her along one of the highest streets. “Where is it...” he muttered, glancing over the doors. He soon stopped when he came to one with an hourglass sign hanging over the door. A second, far wider door seemed to have been crafted into the cliffside as well. “Ah, here we go. Come on.” He said before walking towards the larger door and reaching up, pounding on it with his fist.
After a few minutes, the door opened and a strange creature Yvette couldn’t identify shoved the door open. “What do you-- Gervas?” the creature asked.
The voice was feminine, but the frame was massive. Towering over the pair of them by at least two, possibly three heads, the creature had thick, blue scales covering her entire body. Her face was that of a reptiles, with eyes that seemed to glow almost red even in the quickly dimming light. Surprisingly, despite the reptilian features, her voice sounded normal, if deep. She half expected there to be a light hiss from the creature, but there wasn’t.
Yvette had heard of people like this. The zmaj. People who had, generations ago, been chosen by dragons and molded into a strange, new form to serve them. She’d never actually seen one before. It was a little unsettling, seeing the creature. Just human enough in appearance that the origins were obvious, but reptilian enough that she seemed less human than the fay they had met in the woods.
“Ursula, perfect,” Gervas said with a wide grin before stepping in and giving her a big hug. To Yvette’s surprise, the massive creature lifted out arms that she was certain would squash him like a bug, hugging him back gently. “It has been so long since I’ve seen you, I wasn’t sure if you’d still be running this outpost.” The joy in his voice couldn’t be hidden and it drew a smile to the mage’s lips.
The woman laughed, before slowly her head lifted to glance at Yvette. “And who is this?”
“Yvette, err… ma’am?” she said softly. The mage quickly bowed her head politely. “A pleasure.”
“Ahhhh. Another trainee, I take it? I hope he’s better than your last one,” Ursula said before stepping back and motioning inside. Yvette couldn’t help but cringe at the ‘he’, but tried not to think on it. She was certain it had to just be a slip of the tongue. Gervas hadn’t seemed to notice, so she could ignore it for the moment. “Come in, come in,” she said.
Gervas nodded and gently pulled Redwood inside. The horse resisted only for a moment, before following him in as well. The doorway led into a small tunnel for a few feet before opening up into a massive stable. Yvette’s mouth fell open when she looked around.
The stable itself, despite being built into the cliff side, smelled only slightly of dirt. Instead, the smell of fresh hay filled the air. The walls and ceiling had supports of wood, with thick, wooden pillars set throughout the room. Rows of neat stalls lined the stable, nearly a dozen. Two other horses were standing in their stalls, their eyes closed. A third stall was closed as well, though she couldn’t see what was inside. All she could hear was a light growl from inside.
“So, what’s with the robe?” Ursula asked.
“Huh?” Yvette asked, glancing to her.
“Aren’t those robes usually for girls? I don’t see a lot of mages here, but I haven’t heard anything about your styles changing.”
The mage froze in place, her eyes widening. She felt the frustration growing already, preparing herself for yet another argument. She felt a little guilty, hoping Gervas wouldn’t be angry at her arguing with his friend, but she had no choice. “I--”
“She’s a girl,” Gervas said, his voice going firm, losing that happy tone he’d had since they’d arrived. Yvette glanced to him, giving a small, grateful smile.
Ursula snickered. “Ah, come now, Gervas. I think I know a boy when I see one. I can smell it on him. It’s pretty obvious that he--” She was cut off when he grabbed her arm and turned her around.
Despite the woman towering over him, Gervas just glared up at her, his eyes narrowed and unyielding. “Yvette is a girl. That is all there is about it,” he said.
Yvette stared at him, her fists clenching. She could barely believe that he was sticking up for her here, not just to a random stranger, but to someone he knew.
Ursula just looked confused, looking between the two. “Is this some kind of… training… mage thing or--”
Yvette sighed and shook her head with annoyance. “I was born with a male’s body, but I’m a girl,” she said firmly. “I know it’s confusing, but I assure you, my mind is that of a girl. As is… everything else about me.”
The zmaj girl only laughed. “I find that hard to believe. You don’t--”
“URSULA!” Gervas yelled, crossing his arms. “Enough.”
“But--”
“If you cannot accept this, I’ll find somewhere else for the night,” he said, starting to turn.
Ursula’s eyes widened and she reached out, gripping his shoulder. “Wait. Fine. If… they’re a girl, then they’re a girl. I’m sorry. My apologies, Yvette. Please, you know you’re always welcome here.”
Gervas, however, didn’t turn back to her. Instead, he stared at Yvette. “It’s your call. Do you want to stay here,  still?”
She glanced to the large, scaled woman before turning back to Gervas. She didn’t. A large part of her wanted to go flying out the door and find somewhere, anywhere else. She knew that ‘acceptance’ far too well. People who finally agreed, accepted her as a woman only so long as she had something they wanted. Who only ‘pretended’ so long as it served their purpose. As if treating her like a woman was such an impossible task that they deserved special praise and respect for the bare minimum of not insulting her. But this woman was still Gervas’ friend. If they didn’t stay, he’d miss out on an opportunity to be near a good friend, all because of her. She gave a small smile. “It’s fine. She said I’m a girl, so it’s okay,” she lied. She could put up with a person like this as long as they were here. So long as they didn’t have to stay for long.
Gervas sighed, but slowly turned back towards Ursula. “Fine. Shall we tend to the horses?”
Ursula nodded, stepping forward to take Chestnut’s reins before moving back and taking Redwood’s. She slowly led the pair into separate stalls. “Now, would you like me to prepare a room for you two, or tend to the horses first?” she asked, her voice curt.
“Two rooms, and prepare them, please,” Gervas said. “We’ll take care of Redwood and Chestnut.”
The woman nodded before giving Yvette a strange, confused look, then moving to a door in the side of the stables, pulling it open and stepping through. Gervas stepped into the stall with Redwood, slowly beginning to pull off the saddle, hanging it up on the stall.
Yvette moved to the Chestnut’s stall and began the same process. Thanks to his lessons, she now knew how to properly tend to Chestnut after a day’s ride. It had been a while since they’d been with in a stable as well, so while she could quickly clean the horse with a spell (which she did), she also began to gently rub the poor mount down.
“I’m sorry,” Gervas said midway through the work.
“What?” Yvette asked. “You didn’t do anything, you--”
“I didn’t think she’d say anything like that. I didn’t think she’d know that you were...” He stopped, struggling to find the right word.
“A boy?” Yvette asked. Though, oddly, it didn’t make her feel as ill as she thought it would have. She felt a small hint of relief knowing that he would understand what she meant, that he wouldn’t take that as an excuse to start seeing her as anything but a girl.
“You’re not a boy,” he said, making her smile at his confirmation for her trust.
“But my body isn’t right,” she said softly. “We both know it. Apparently she does, too. Is it that obvious?”
“No. She’s just good at picking up things like that. Anything, really. She’s trustworthy, though.”
Yvette nodded, giving a soft sigh. “What is this place? You’ve been here before, right? Why two rooms?”
“When I come here, I always get a separate room if my journeyman is a girl,” he said firmly. “We’re likely going to be around a few days, it’s best we’re comfortable.”
Yvette felt her face go red. A few days of being around that woman didn’t sound very fun at all, but she supposed she had no choice. She could endure it, the last thing she wanted to do was make Gervas feel as if he had to ignore his friends for her sake. “She’s a zmaj, isn’t she?”
“She is. Born, not turned,” Gervas added quickly. “If anyone would know where we can find a turtle dragon, she would. But--”
“It’s fine,” Yvette said softly. It wasn’t fine, not really. But she was used to people calling her the wrong gender by now. She felt upset by it, but it was a little surprising to her that it hurt so little. She finished wiping Chestnut down and slowly reached up, stroking the horse’s face. “I think I am fine.”
“Are you sure? I know how much it usually hurts you when--”
“I don’t think it does,” Yvette said softly. She felt tears forming on the corner of her eyes again. She quickly blinked them away. “At least, not as much as it used to.”
“Really?”
“Yes. It’s different now. You defended me. You stood up against it. I think I feel safe. I guess.” It was such a strange thought to her, now that she said it out loud. She felt safe. Not safe that no one would hurt her.
No, she felt safe to be herself. Not everywhere, but here. Around him. She felt as if she could be herself and he wouldn’t punish her for it. That she wouldn’t have to fight for it. That she was just allowed to be the person she was. That that weight of conflict didn’t have to keep weighing her down.
It was such a strange, foreign thought to her. “It sounds weird, doesn’t it? I mean, you’re my guardian. Of course I’m supposed to feel safe around you. But, it’s not that. It’s not that kind of safe. I think. I feel like...” she trailed off, unsure of the right words to use.
“It’s my duty to protect you,” he said with a light chuckle.
“I said it’s not that. It’s like I’m allowed to be me. Like it’s okay to be… me. That sounds really stupid, doesn’t it?” she asked softly, before shaking her head.
“You should always feel safe to be you, Yvette. You’re a good person to be. I’m sure in a few years, you’ll be one of the mages I tell other journeymen about when looking for examples of the good ones.”
She nodded, giving a small smile. A few years. She wondered if she would succeed. Would she become the woman she had to be? Or would she be killed long before then? She pressed her forehead against Chestnut’s.
It felt so overwhelming sometimes. There were so many people who wanted her to fail. Who wanted her to die rather than allowing her to be a girl. It felt as if there was a tidal wave of pain and suffering just flowing around her, ready to strike her down the moment she let it.
But it felt, at least in this moment, like she could do it. She glanced to the resting saddle, her bag hanging from it. She had already made such progress. Getting the spell, even if she hadn’t fully translated it yet, had been such a massive step. While it had taken her status as a mage and made her one of the fallen, it had also been so dangerous. It had been the first step of many, but it had been one that most could not have done. She had succeeded.
More than that, she now had someone by her side. Someone who accepted her and allowed her to be Yvette, even though her body didn’t fully match yet. This time, she couldn’t stop the tears from falling from her eyes. She sniffled a little, trying to force them back.
She heard the gate of the stall creak behind her. “Yvette? Are you crying?” Gervas asked.
“No. Yes. No. Maybe a little bit.”
“It’s okay. Listen, I know what she said hurt but--”
“It’s not her, it’s you,” Yvette said, slowly pulling back from Chestnut and turning towards the gate of the stall.
Gervas was leaning against it. “What? What’d I do?”
“It’s not bad. It’s happy. I’m happy, I think. I’m happy I don’t have to do this alone. I’m happy I’m not facing all this alone,” she said, trying to wipe the tears from her eyes, though more formed. “You didn’t have to help me. I never thought anyone would e-ever help me. But you have. You are. You’re the greatest guardian I could have asked for...” she said before she couldn’t hold it back anymore and ran to him. He stepped back, narrowly avoiding getting hit by the gate when she shoved it open and nearly tackled him, her arms wrapping around his chest. She tried to hold it in, but it all bubbled to the surface, a wave of emotion threatening to drown her if she didn’t let it out.
“I get so scared sometimes,” she whispered, unable to stop the tears falling down her face and coating his tunic and hauberk. “I get so scared that it’s all going to be for nothing. That… that I did all this for nothing.”
“Hey, you’re doing your best, you--”
“So what if I’m doing my best?” Yvette asked. “What does it matter? No one seems to care. No one but you. Sometimes I get so scared that I’m doing it all for nothing. That… that I made all these enemies, that so many people are going to hate me, for nothing. If I can’t get everything I need, if I can’t become a girl. If I can’t fix my true form, then what was the point? I ruined my life for nothing. I ruined your life for nothing. I--”
“You didn’t ruin my life,” Gervas whispered, his hand reaching up to pat her head. “I chose this. Besides, no one knows that I’m helping you. So long as we’re careful, no one will ever know what happened to you. Tebaud will disappear forever and all that will exist is Yvette. A young, dependable mage who helps people. Okay?”
“What if I fail, though?”
“You won’t fail.”
“But what if I do?” she asked, looking up at him with tears in her eyes. “You’re not stupid! You know the chances of… of me succeeding are slim. This magic is so strange and--”
“You won’t fail, I promise,” Gervas whispered, before reaching up and wrapping one arm around her. “You remember where we were? The necklace the dryad gave you?”
“Yes,” she whispered softly. “It’s just a flower--”
“It’s the gift of a dryad. They don’t just give these to anybody,” he said firmly. “Only very special people get things like this. You’re a very special young woman. Remember that. You ARE a very special young woman. We’ll get through this, I promise. We won’t let anyone stop you just because they refuse to see.”
“You can’t promise that.”
“I just did. None of this will be for nothing. I swear. You’re Yvette. That’s all that matters, that’s all that will ever matter. No matter what anyone else says. We won’t give up, I promise.”
Yvette stared up at him, his eyes filled with determination. The determination she so often felt she had no choice but to feel. She couldn’t keep the smile off her lips. No, she wasn’t alone. She couldn’t have imagined facing all of this alone.
“Rooms are ready!” Ursula called out from behind the other door.
Yvette flushed and quickly pulled back from him, wiping her face with her sleeve.  “We should go. It’s late.”
“Of course,” Gervas said, only a slight hint of red in his cheeks. “We’ll have dinner, then get to bed. Tomorrow, we’ll have a lot of work ahead of us.”
She nodded before turning back towards the saddle and slowly pulling her bag off. Whatever they had to do tomorrow, they’d face it together.
Chapter 8
 
 
 
Yvette couldn’t sleep, no matter how hard she tried. While the cot she was laying on was far from comfortable, it was nowhere near as hard as sleeping on the forest floor had been. Yet, somehow, it still felt worse.
The room she’d been given was small, just barely wide enough she could fully spread out her arms and touch each wall. The cot took up a good portion of the room as well. It was obviously not designed for long stays. She would have had more space trying to sleep inside her bag. Though, that felt a bit too dangerous even for her to try. While she had heard of mages who used bags like hers to create portable ‘rooms’ for them to relax inside, she’d also heard of those bags accidentally closing while they slept and eventually suffocating the mage within. It was too frightening a concept for her to even consider.
Still, she felt restless. She found herself longing for the sound of Gervas’ snoring or Redwood and Chestnut occasionally shifting about in the night. The chirps of birds, the sounds of insects. It was so quiet.
Even back home in the tower, there were usually the sounds of crickets at night or some ambient sound that seemed to spread. Here it was silent, the only sound her own breathing and heartbeat.
A light knocking made her eyes widen. It wasn’t on her door, though.
“Gervas?” Ursula’s voice could just barely be heard, even in the stillness.
Yvette slowly crawled out of her bed, walking as quietly as she could to the door.
A second knock, louder than the last, could be heard a moment later. “Gervas.” A moment later, she heard the creaking sound of a door opening.
“I was sleeping. What do you want?” Gervas asked.
“Some answers,” Ursula said.
“Of course,” he said, his voice dripping with annoyance. “Come on in. Let’s talk.”
“Put a tunic on or something, will you?”
She heard a snort from her guardian, before the door shut.
Yvette gulped and slowly started to open her door, cringing when she heard a light creak. She quickly waved her hand over it, casting a silence spell before pulling it open and stepping out, leaving the door ajar. She quickly moved to Gervas’ door, leaning against it.
“--A drink?” Gervas asked.
“Would you even drink it if I had?” Ursula asked back.
“Probably not, no. It’s late and I’ve got a long day ahead of me. What do you want?”
“What’s with that mage? Yvette?”
“What about her?”
“That. That right there. You keep calling him a her. What’s going on here? The Gervas I know would never put up with such delusions from a mage. He even knows he’s a he. Yet you’re playing along with this little game of his?”
Yvette’s breath stopped and she listened intently, leaning closer to the door.
“It’s not a game. At least, I don’t think it’s a game. It’s complicated.”
“You don’t actually think that he’s a girl, do you?”
“Maybe? I don’t know.”
“You don’t know? I can tell you he is. I can smell it on him, the--”
“Who cares what he-- what she smells like?” Gervas said, his voice turning angry. “She almost died because of that.”
“Because he’s a boy? If someone almost killed him for being a boy then--”
“Because I tried to force her to be a boy,” her guardian snapped, the anger in his voice turning to fury. “Because I refused to let her be a girl, she almost died.”
“Gervas, sit down, I’m not trying to--”
“I know it’s strange. Half the time I feel it’s all just a game she’s playing. But I can’t find the reason.”
“Reason?”
“Why she plays it. She’s almost gotten herself killed again and again over this. Any sane person would have given up by now. I know she wants to, I’ve seen the way she just...”
“She just what?” Ursula asked.
“I don’t know. I really don’t know what she is. Half the time I’m sure it’s just a game that she’s playing, that she’s a boy. That if I just started being hard enough on her again, she’d be a boy and let all this go.” She could hear his footsteps, pacing back and forth through the small room. She couldn’t help but suspect his was bigger than hers. “But then the other half, she’s just… Yvette. She’s Yvette. She’s a mage. She’s naive, obnoxious, greedy, has no self preservation instincts. Trolls. A pack of damn trolls. She wanted to fight them because of a dryad. Do you know anyone who’s just that… stupid?”
“A few people. But he’s--”
“She’s also, at times, brilliant. She’s hard working. More than willing to throw herself into danger if it means she’s doing what she thinks is the right thing. Yet, at the end of the day? All she seems to want to be is Yvette. It seems to be her sole driving function. The only thing she keeps going towards. There are so many times that I just forget she’s a boy. That I’ll forget all of the trouble she’s causing. Then she’ll say something, react to something, the light will hit her in just the wrong way and it all comes crashing back.”
“Because he’s a--”
“I don’t think she is. That’s the issue,” Gervas said with another annoyed sigh. “If she’s a boy, she’s unlike any boy I’ve ever met. If it wasn’t for the fact that I know what she is? I wouldn’t have ever doubted. But--”
“Why are you tolerating it, then? You know what he is. Even if he wants to be, he can’t. Worse, he’s a mage. I’ve never known you to allow a mage to keep their little fantasies. Especially ones that can get them hurt.”
“This one won’t get her hurt.”
“There’s a lot of things out there that will. What if he ends up tricking the wrong thing? There’s a lot of creatures who won’t know what he is until it’s too late. Things that kidnap pretty little maidens. If they realize he’s a guy, they’ll tear him apart. Making him give this up is what’s safest. It’s for his own good.”
Yvette clenched her fists, feeling the frustration grow. For her own good. She’d heard THAT excuse a thousand times in her life. Why was it for her own good that she be miserable?
“Maybe it is. But there’s no way she’ll survive as a boy. As a girl, I think she’ll be fine. Maybe.”
“Why do you care so much? He’s just another mage, isn’t he? You’re supposed to be good at this kind of thing. After what your mother did, I figured you’d--”
“My mother has nothing to do with this,” Gervas voice came out filled with venom.
“Are you sure? This sounds like just the kind of trick she would play for fun.”
“Yvette is nothing like her.”
“How do you know? Maybe he’s been tampering with your mind all this--”
“She’s a journeyman. You know as well as I do that her magic would be nowhere near strong enough.”
There was another frustrated sigh from the woman. “Very well. If you’re certain that… encouraging this kind of behavior is for the best, then that’s that. It’s only a matter of time before this all goes bad.”
“It won’t.”
“You know that these kinds of things have consequences. You can’t pretend to be something you’re not. How many mages have you dealt with over the years who you had to teach that to?”
Gervas’ footsteps stopped and he let out another sigh. “I saw that Madlyn is here. How long since Kael left?”
“Not long. She’s only here temporarily. Kael should return in a week or so. Maybe a bit longer. The sirens are active again.”
“From the islands?”
“No. A group of pirates calling themselves the sirens. The guard has been trying to track them down, but every time they get close, the sirens just manage to slip away. Kael’s hopeful if he can go with the guard, he can catch them.”
“What do you think?”
“I think they’re smart. The moment they realize there’s a master on board, they’ll give that ship a wide berth. These people know the currents better than most, if the rumors are true. Worse, they’re willing to go right up to the void itself. They’re only attacking our ships, too, so the seafolk haven’t been willing to do anything to help. I think they’re looking for something, I couldn’t say what.”
“Who’s idea was it to bring Madlyn in?”
“Not sure. I don’t keep up on all the politics of the Mage’s Association. She’s not happy to be here, though, I can tell you that much. I don’t know what you told them when you delivered her.”
“Just the truth. A lot of rather harsh truths,” Gervas said with a light chuckle. “So she’s not up in Frenzurn. I’m not surprised she’s furious if she’s only doing temporary work. Half the trip she wouldn’t shut up about getting her own tower. She any use?”
“She’s been able to keep up on Kael’s tasks. Past that, no. I know a few people have been asking her for help, but she refuses to do more than the bare minimum she is required to.”
“Some people never change. I tried with her. But I can’t undo in a month what she’s spent a lifetime being told. Is she any good at enchanting?”
“Not that I’ve seen, though I haven’t asked. What do you need?”
“A few things. A staff for Yvette, for one. She had an accident when casting her spell, hurt her hand pretty bad. We also need something to stop us from being watched by magic.”
“Wait, what?”
“It’s a long story. I’ve got some people who have been trying to track me down, nasty people.”
“Your mother again?”
“Something like that,” Gervas said. Yvette could easily imagine the look of frustration appearing on his face and couldn’t suppress a small smile.
“You’re in luck, then. I have just the thing you’re looking for. Not cheap, but they’ll stop anyone from spying on you. They’re surrounding the whole town right now and every ship coming to port in the last month or so has been using them.”
“What? Why?”
“Pirates. We’re not sure how they’re able to maneuver around our patrols so easily, we can’t be sure they’re not scrying on ships to find out when and where to strike. The few times we’ve come close to catching them, they just disappear. Personally, I think they’ve got someone in town feeding them information. But near every merchant who’s too cheap to hire an escort that comes to port wants one now. Are you good for it?”
“Of course. If it’ll stop the wrong people from knowing where I am, that’s exactly what I need.”
There was a long pause from the room, before Ursula spoke up again. “Does your mother know about Yvette?”
“That I have another mage I’m escorting? Yes.”
“I mean that he’s a--”
“It’s none of her concern.”
“Like it or not, you’re still her son. If she finds out what Yvette is, she’ll either hate him or try to--”
“I’ll deal with that when I have to. For now, just get me what I need. The staff?”
“That’ll be a bit harder. I can get you something to stop scrying, but even a bracer would be hard to come by until Kael is back. The only one I know who has one now is Madlyn. We don’t get much demand for those.”
Gervas gave a long suffering sigh. “Is there anything you can get me? Without her magic, she’s fairly useless.”
“What mage isn’t?”
He gave a light chuckle and Yvette couldn’t keep a frown off her face. “I’m teaching her not to be, but even then...”
“I’ll see what I can do. You can probably get her the things she’ll need in their raw form, though. Not as useful as a real focus, but should be enough to make her slightly less useless until you can get somewhere that’ll have actual staffs. What kind of mage is she?”
“Transfiguration, mostly. A bit of healing in there, though. I’ll look around tomorrow.”
“Of course.” There was a light clinking of coin from the room, then a low whistle. “Yes, this should cover the ring and my finders fee. I’ll contact some of my suppliers at sun rise.”
“One more thing.”
“What?”
“We need to find a dragon turtle.”
Ursula once again paused for a long moment before speaking up. “Why?” she asked, her voice filled with suspicion.
“We need a scale. Some mage thing, research. They’re not exactly easy to get, though.”
Light laughter came from the room. “A scale? Yeah, I’ll say. If you want to guarantee you find one, that’s easy enough. But I’d suggest finding a professional out there who knows how to hunt those things.”
“When have you ever heard of anyone hunting these things?” Gervas asked with a laugh. “I know you’re the best bet I have of finding one, Ursula. If anyone would know, you would.”
“I’m not from that island, Gervas. I was born a zmaj. I’ve never even been there.”
“Your grandmother wasn’t, though. She was from Cragtooth Isle. Is it still there?”
Ursula let out another soft sigh. “Yeah, yeah it is. Though I’d suggest not going there. Very few people come out of there now. It’s not like the stories my mother told me, hasn’t been since long before I was born. It’s not a great protector anymore, it’s a gate. Getting in is easy enough, but leaving? It’s suicide. If you go there, it’s a one way trip.”
“We’ll deal with that when it happens. Do you know of any other dragon turtles? If you do, I’d love to hear about it.”
“Of course not. I barely know about that one,” the woman snapped and a thump could be heard in the room. “Tell your mage no. Tell him that he needs to find some other stupid thing to research.”
“If it was that easy, I would.  Do you know anyone who can get us there?”
“Gervas, what’s really going on here?”
“What?”
“Who is he? Broken staff, something to stop yourself from being scryed on. Going after dragon turtles. Calling him a girl. You don’t do this. You’re protecting him from something, aren’t you? Is he even a mage?”
“He, she’s a mage. Stop calling her a boy, he’s not, she’s not a boy!” Gervas snapped, his voice getting frustrated once more.
“It’s obvious from where I am that he is! Is this some kind of spell? Did he do something to you? Is someone after him?”
There was another loud thump from the room, making Yvette jump. “Ursula, this is guardian business. I can’t tell you. I’m sorry. Just… I need you to trust me. Can you get me what I need?”
There was silence for a long moment before she sighed. “Of course. I’m the best, after all. I’ll get you everything you need. I still think you’re a fool and going to get yourself killed.”
“It wouldn’t be the first time.”
“It might be the last, though. At least tell me this. Who is Yvette, really? He’s… not connected to the--” Yvette tried to hear, but the words were whispered and she was unable to make them out at all.
She heard a soft laugh from Gervas. “Of course not. If she was, I would have nothing to do with her. Just trust me on this. She’s not important. Get me what you can, then we’ll be out of your way.”
“Very well. Then I take it there’s a little extra in here for--”
“Your silence? Of course. Guardian business, private.”
“I don’t know what you’re up to, Gervas. But you’d best be careful. Whoever this Yvette is, they sound like trouble.”
“Oh, she is, trust me. But you know I’d never do anything less than I needed. Thank you.”
Yvette heard a light creaking sound of the cot, then heavy footsteps coming towards the door. Her heart leaped and she quickly scrambled away, racing into her room and slamming the door shut. Fortunately, the silence spell kept any sound from coming. She quickly dismissed it and listened.
After a few moments she heard Gervas’ door open and close, before heavy footsteps walked away.
Yvette sighed and slowly moved through the dark room until she found the lamp hanging over the bed. With a quick gesture, the lamp was lit, bathing the room in light. She then turned towards her bag.
She couldn’t sleep anyway, especially not now. She might as well get some studying in.
 
 
Chapter 9
 
 
 
Yvette let out a soft yawn, stacks of books resting on the bed beside her. She’d been searching for what felt like hours, though she felt she hadn’t learned anything.
The only thing she had managed to find on Cragtooth Isle was that it was an island said to have been guarded by a great dragon turtle, filled with zmaj. Little more than a small footnote in her many books.
She pulled out another book and started flipping through it. Nearly all of the books she had brought with her were on magic. Unfortunately, turtle dragons weren’t used for many spells. There were so many easier and cheaper alternatives that only the most powerful or difficult spells required such components.
In all of her books there had only been a single spell that had required such a component and it had been a spell to turn a person, temporarily, INTO a dragon turtle. Just the idea of trying to turn into something so big and powerful made her pale and feel a little weak.
She felt like such an idiot. She’d spent so much time trying to translate the spell itself that she hadn’t spent nearly as much time trying to find the components. She’d believed once she got to the coast, somehow she’d find someone who could get her or even sell her the required components. She hugged her legs to her chest and rested her tired head on her knees.
She was such an idiot. Why had she ever believed any part of this would be easy? Why had she allowed herself to think if she could just get here, that the scale would fall into her lap? It was just like when she first left her tower. She’d believed everything would be different, that she would be allowed to dress and act as a girl, that people would accept and understand her.
Instead people called her boy, told her that she had a delusion. They ridiculed her, yelled at her. Told her she was wrong. Tried to forbid her from being herself. Why did she ever think any of this would be easy?
She reached down and pushed a hand against the book, flipping the pages again, but there was still nothing. She felt the tears form in her eyes.
Why was she so stupid? The only one hurting was her. The only one who any of this hurt was her. Maybe she was wrong. Maybe she was supposed to be a boy. Maybe if she just tried harder, if she just accepted that she was meant to be miserable, things would be better. It’d certainly be easier for her.
“Yvette?” Gervas asked. She whipped around and saw him standing in the doorway. She quickly looked away, focusing on the book in front of her. “Were you up all night trying to decipher that spell?” he asked gently, moving up behind her.
“What if I’m wrong?” she asked softly, the words bubbling out before she could stop herself.
“What?” he asked.
“Nothing, I’m sorry, I--”
“No, tell me,” he said softly.
She stared at the book for a long moment, searching for the words. Finally, she spoke. “What if I’m just supposed to be miserable?”
Gervas stared down at her. “I… I don’t think I understand. Why would anyone--”
“It’s all so hard,” Yvette whispered. “Every step of this. Every component. Getting the spell. Then what? Look at Ursula. No matter what I say, no matter what I do, do you think she’d ever see me as anything but a boy?”
“Yvette, Ursula isn’t a--”
“But that’s just it. Even if I succeed, even if… if by some miracle we do this. If by some miracle I manage to fix myself, what then?” she asked. “How many people are going to be like her? How many people are still going to hate me for this? How many people are going to… it’s not going to stop even then, is it? There are always going to be people who fight me over it. The Mage’s Association won’t ever forgive me after what I did. Especially if I succeed. My master will never forgive me for going against them like I did. My family… well, they’re them. For what?” she asked, feeling a tear start to fall. “Is this really going to make me happy? Is it really going to make things better? What if I’m just trading one misery for another?”
Gervas sighed and sat down behind her. Slowly, his hands reached out and rubbed her shoulders. She leaned into the touch, closing her eyes. “There will be people like that. Probably a lot of them.”
“Then why--”
“But there will also be people like me. Who look at you and see a young girl who’s just trying to be herself, even though it’s hard and dangerous. If the only way to stop this misery is for you to be a girl, then you have to become a girl. That’s all there is to it. That other misery, the misery that people create, that they want you to feel? The misery they cause because they focus on what they thought you were, not what you are? That is not your fault. That is their problem, not yours. There will be other people who accept you. Those are the ones who matter, who you should care about.”
Her cheeks flared. “Y-yes, I guess. But what about--”
“People like Vala.”
“You hated Vala.”
“Yes. But it’s like you said. She never called you a boy, did she?”
“No. She didn’t.”
“Once you’re fixed, less people will be able to tell. But there will be some people who will want to hurt or punish you for it. Some of those people are powerful.”
“So you think--”
“But they don’t matter. None of them.”
She stopped, turning to look at him. “What?”
“Anyone who can only be happy because they’re making someone else miserable doesn’t deserve anything from you, let alone your care. You don’t deserve to be miserable just because it makes other people unhappy when you’re happy. That’s their problem, not yours.”
“But what about my master? He trained me--”
“To be a wizard who helps people. And you do. Or did you not almost die on the way here, dealing with a pack of trolls?”
“That’s different. That--”
“Is what a good mage does. Someone who tries to make the world a better place. That is something you can do. Something you try to do. If your master is more upset that you’re trying to be happy, than he is proud of you trying to do good in the world, he was a terrible master.”
Yvette flushed and leaned back into the hands, closing her eyes. “So you think it’s okay to not want to be miserable? Even if it means all of this?”
“A little selfishness does everyone good, especially if you’re not trying to hurt anyone.”
Yvette nodded, relaxing against him. He didn’t stop her, letting her lean back and rest her head on his chest. “I don’t want to hurt anyone. But what if I do? What if this keeps going and I do hurt someone? What if I hurt a lot of people?”
“Just try not to. But it’s your life, Yvette. If they can only be happy so long as you’re miserable, then they don’t need to be a part of it. Besides. You’re not trading one misery for another.”
Yvette nodded, giving a small smile. “You really are good at these talks, aren’t you? Do you give them often?”
“A few times. It’s like I told you before. ‘You can’t light yourself on fire to keep someone else warm.’ No one has any right to tell you anything different.”
“They’ll hate me, though. Is that okay?”
“If they hate you for being you, then they never cared about you to begin with. If being a boy makes you miserable, then you have every right to be a girl, regardless of how it makes them feel.”
She nodded, giving a soft sigh. “Thank you.” For just this moment, at least, she felt once more at peace. “This is so much harder than I thought it would be.”
“Harder?”
“Yes. When I was training. I always told myself ‘when I finally go, I’ll be able to be Yvette all the time and everyone will see!’ But it’s not that easy, is it? I thought it would get easier the further I went. But it’s never going to get easy, is it? There’s no quick cure.”
He was silent for a few minutes before his hand reached up and gently brushed her hair. “It’s not, no. Things rarely are. You can tell yourself that everything will get easier, but that’s usually just a lie we make up to make ourselves feel better.”
“It’s easier when you’re here, though,” Yvette said before she could stop herself, a hint of red coming into her cheeks.
“Huh?”
“No matter what happens,” Yvette said, giving a soft yawn. “As long as I have you, I think I’ll be okay. As long as I have one person who can keep calling me Yvette. Who can call me a girl. I think… I think it’ll be worth it.”
“Yvette...” he whispered, gently stroking her hair back. “You really need to get some sleep.”
“I mean it, though,” she said gently, opening her eyes to look up at him. She felt the tears in her eyes, though she tried to blink them away. “I want to be a girl. I want so, so bad to be a girl. I’d give anything to be a girl. But I don’t want to lose everything for it. I want to have friends. I want to have a family. I want… I don’t want to be alone forever.”
Gervas gave a soft sigh, gently patting her cheek. “You’re not. We’re going to get you fixed, I promise. Then we’ll find somewhere you can be you without anyone trying to hurt you ever again. Even if we have to cross the world to do it.”
She chuckled. “You know, that’s not part of a guardian’s duties.”
“Keeping you safe is very much part of the contract. Now get some rest. I’ll be back later.”
“But--”
“Sleep. That’s an order. Do it, or I’ll take all of your books away,” he said firmly, before moving her to his side and getting to his feet. He picked up one of the small stacks of books. “Are these all the same book?”
Yvette rolled her eyes. “No. They’re all just beginner spell books. Transfiguration, primarily. You know how it is. Mage practices their craft for a while, have enough free time, want to spread all the knowledge they’ve gained. Master Betan wanted to make sure we all had a lot of different points to look at our magics from. For example, in transfiguration there are at least four different styles that--”
“Go to bed,” Gervas said, pulling her bag over and tossing the stack inside, before grabbing more of them and tossing them in as well. “You can look through your books later.”
“Be gentle with those! I--”
“We’re having more fighting practice once you wake up, too.”
“W-what? But I thought--”
“We’re going to be here for a while, so we have time. So training begins again.”
“But--”
“No buts. Sleep. Now. You look exhausted.” He crossed his arms and glared down at her. “Young girls need their rest.”
Yvette stared up at him, her own eyes narrowing into a glare. However, within a few moments being under his gaze, her own eyes lowered. It was so much harder to be defiant when she knew he was right, but it didn’t make her any less frustrated when he talked to her like this. “Fine.”
“Good,” he said before turning and walking out of the room, taking her bag with him.
Yvette sighed once the door closed. She lifted a hand over the lantern, the light snuffing itself out and enveloping her once again in darkness. She closed her eyes and laid back on the cot.
Her head felt clearer than it had before. She found her mind wandering back to the same subject, though.
Was it really okay for her to be happy? What if she was meant to be miserable? A small smile formed on her lips when she thought about him gently brushing his hands through her hair. She didn’t know why she had asked him, but his rejection of it, denial of her misery being required, only made her feel stronger.
When she was with him, everything did feel okay. So long as he still believed in her, she felt she could--
Her eyes widened with a newfound horror. She sat up quickly, her hand moving to her chest. Her heart was pounding. She then turned back towards the door, only a small, dim sliver of light seen from under it.
Did she have feelings for him? She shook her head rapidly, trying to shove those thoughts aside. There was absolutely no way she could be starting to fall in love with him. He was her guardian, her protector. Mages didn’t fall in love with their guardians.
Okay, they did all the time, but that was definitely something that was heavily frowned upon. Besides, there was no way he could ever love someone like her. He hated mages. Or at least didn’t trust them. He was protecting her, keeping her safe. Slowly, she lowered herself back to the bed.
She couldn’t be developing feelings for him, she told herself. It was only because he was helping her. He was the only one helping her, so of course she appreciated him for it. She didn’t have time to love anyone now, anyway. Even if she had, he was a very serious person. He’d been protecting mages for years. On top of that, he’d worked with plenty of mages in the past. Girls and boys. Ones who were different from her, who weren’t fallen. Ones who didn’t need magic to be themselves. If he was going to have feelings for a mage, it wouldn’t be her.
She didn’t have feelings for him.
And if she did, they weren’t that strong.
And if they were, it wasn’t important.
And if it was, she’d shove them aside and ignore them until they went away.
And if she couldn’t, then she’d lose him and lose the only person who seemed to truly try and see her as Yvette.
She gave a soft, pathetic whimper and pulled her blanket tight. She couldn’t develop feelings like that, not now. There was still so much for them to do, so much danger for them to face. She couldn’t let her own feelings get in the way of everything she had to do. Not now.
If they succeeded, if they managed to make her a real girl, maybe. Once it was all over and she had something she could offer him, aside from the hardships she knew they’d face, maybe it would be okay for her to have feelings for him. Once they didn’t have to fight anymore. She hoped.
She wished her heart would stop pounding so hard.
 
 
Chapter 10
 
 
 
Yvette awoke with a groan. She felt filthy, a thin layer of sweat on her body and fresh aches spread throughout it. She groaned and tried to get to her feet, only to mess up her footing and instead roll out of bed and onto the floor.
She laid there for a moment. “Ow...” she said before sitting up, thankful nobody saw that. She slowly shook her head and pat her cheeks. She shuddered slightly when she felt little hairs on them and crawled back into bed before she began her cleansing rituals.
Once she was finished using her magic to cleanse herself, her clothing, ensuring her hair was actually staying in something almost resembling tidy and that her face was smooth as could be, she got back to her feet. She wished she had a mirror to see herself, but she at least felt better than she had. She moved slowly through the room, groping wildly for the door before pulling it open. “Gervas?” she called out.
She stepped out of the room and into the hall before walking towards the main entrance. The entrance itself was simple, one door that led outside, another on the wall to her right that attached to the stables. The hall she came from led to a dozen different doors, only a few of them had locks. The entrance had a simple table with a few chairs. The only other thing in the room was a large, wooden counter.
Ursula was standing behind the counter, a scroll in front of her that she was writing into. “So, err, where’s Gervas?” Yvette asked softly.
“Out. He asked me not to wake you. Hungry?”
“A little,” she said, nervously lifting her right hand up to rub her left arm.
“Have a seat. I’ll go get you something,” Ursula said before resting the quill in an ink vial and then pulling the scroll behind the counter. The woman then walked out from behind the counter and headed down the hall, disappearing into one of the locked rooms. After a few more moments, she came out with a bowl, placing it down in front of Yvette.
“Thank you,” she said softly, though the other woman only grunted in response. Yvette looked into the bowl. It was some kind of bread roll. She picked it up and, to her surprise, it was a little warm. She took a bite and, to her delight, the inside was a core of cheese and meat. She happily took another bite, devouring the tasty meal. When she finished, she glanced over and caught Ursula staring at her. “What?”
“Nothing,” the woman said before returning back to her scroll.
Yvette glanced towards the door and sighed. She wondered if she could find Gervas on her own. It wasn’t a very big town. Then again, he could have gone anywhere. She finally glanced back to the woman. “So, what is this place?”
“What?”
“This place. You work here, don’t you? You’re the only one who does, right?”
“In this office, yes,” she said curtly. “Why?”
“Well… what is it? Gervas seemed to be looking for it. I’ve never seen a--”
“You wouldn’t. It’s not for mages,” Ursula said before giving a soft sigh.
“Am… I not supposed to be here?” Yvette asked softly.
“No. I mean...” Ursula said, tapping a rather sharp fingernail on the edge of the counter. “It’s not that mages can’t be here. It’s that you don’t, usually. I hear they’ve had a few who could do a bit of magic, but full mages usually tend to other things. Like your towers,” she said dismissively.
“So what is this place?”
“A guild hall. Mercenary guild, to be specific.”
Yvette’s eyes widened slightly. “What? But Gervas isn’t a mercenary. He’s a--”
“He’s a member, even if he’s not currently part of a mercenary company. He’s been a member of the guild since he could walk, his father brought him in.” Ursula looked her up and down, her eyes narrowing slightly in what Yvette suspected was a display of annoyance. The scales and strange, lizard-like face made it hard for her to tell, though. “He’s been in the guild probably longer than you’ve been alive. Well, unless you’re using magic to make yourself seem younger than you are.”
Yvette flushed and shook her head. “N-no. That’d be a waste of magic. I try to conserve it so--”
“Just in case it’s needed you still have it, huh?” Ursula muttered, her eyes going back towards her work. “Yeah, I hear that excuse a lot...”
Her cheeks burned but she quickly shook her head. “So is it a specific guild, or--”
“No. We’re kind of independent. You’ll often find us at ports or places that get a lot of trade. Some countries aren’t exactly friendly towards the mercenary guilds, lots of nobles aren’t either. It makes people uneasy knowing there’s a place that soldiers who don’t work for them can get food and bedding. Not that I can blame them. Isn’t a lot of things as destructive as a bored soldier,” she mumbled. “They tend to get a bit stir crazy. Others just go crazy.”
“But Gervas isn’t a mercenary anymore, is he?”
“Not at the moment. He was a good one though. Probably would still be one if things hadn’t gone the way they did. Protecting mages who can’t fend for themselves tends to pay a lot better. Even if they do have their little… quirks,” she said, giving another small shake of her head. “He puts up with a lot from your kind.”
Yvette sighed. “Doesn’t usually feel like it. Half the time I feel like he won’t put up with anything from me.” She thought about what he’d said prior, their training was going to begin again. More practice with her dagger usually meant one thing and one thing only, going to bed covered in bruises.
“He puts up with more than I would. I’d have smacked that silly girl thing out of you by now.”
Yvette bristled, her eyes narrowing. “It’s not a ‘silly girl thing’. I’m a girl. I--”
“Of course you are. And I’m a human,” the woman snapped, baring the row of sharp teeth to her. “Frankly, I think he should--”
“What? Beat me until I give into his demands? Live the way other people say I should live?” Yvette asked, getting to her feet and storming over to the woman, slamming both hands onto the counter. “I’m a girl. I’m not a boy. I’ll never be a boy.” She glared up at the woman defiantly, feeling that all too familiar fire of anger burning inside her. However, standing so close she was suddenly aware of how much larger than her the woman was. Ursula towered over her with ease and, even worse, those scales looked as hard as any armor. Her hands had sharp, jagged tips and her teeth were a long, sharp row that looked like they could cut open her body as if she was as fragile as a small leaf.
She became only more aware when the woman’s hands suddenly descended on her own, pinning them with ease. Yvette tried to pull her hands back, but the other woman didn’t even seem to be exerting any of her own strength when she held them, just holding them in place. “You’re a boy. You might, almost, pass for a girl to those who aren’t paying attention. Probably other mages like yourself. But it’s in everything you do. The way you move, the way you talk. You’re a boy, that’s--”
“I AM NOT!” Yvette screamed, clenching her fists under the other girl’s hands. “I am a girl.”
“You’re just--”
“I don’t care what you say!” Yvette yelled, leaning forward. “Do you think you’re the only one to tell me that I can’t be what I know I am? Do you think I haven’t spent years fighting for this?” she asked. “Do you think this is easy? Gervas didn’t listen either. My own master didn’t listen. I’ve been ridiculed, mocked, screamed at. I’ve had my own brothers try to beat it out of me while my parents just encouraged them!” she screamed, gathering her magic into her hands. “I don’t care what you say. I don’t care what anyone does. I am Yvette. I am a girl. I don’t care what I have to do in order to be a girl, I won’t let ANYONE stop me. Least of all some… some random woman. This isn’t any of your business, so why won’t you just let it GO?” Magic erupted from her hands, small flames searing out, forcing the hands over her own and leaving a scorch mark on the counter. It wasn’t a large spell, but without reagents it was the most she could do. She started to pull her arms back, however the woman’s left hand reached out and wrapped around her right wrist.
“What’s that?” she asked, her eyes locked onto the mark.
Yvette looked down and felt the blood drain from her face. Her spell had been simple, but it had torn the bandages off her hand, showing the mark on back. “L-let me go.”
“That’s a mark of the fallen,” Ursula said. Her right hand suddenly thrust forward, wrapping around Yvette’s throat.
“I-I--” The claw tightened, cutting off her words. She was lifted slightly, forced to stand on her toes to avoid being lifted off the ground entirely. Her left hand grabbed the arm, trying to pull it down, but it felt as if she was trying to pull down a tree.
“You’re a fallen mage. What in the world did you do? Does Gervas know?”
The claw loosened slightly and Yvette gasped. “Y-yes. H-he… he knows...”
“Why would he be helping you, then? What are you doing, really?”
“B-becoming… girl...” Yvette whispered, tears forming in her eyes. The claw tightened slightly.
“Don’t feed me that line,” Ursula growled, her eyes seeming to glimmer a dark red from the candlelight. “Mages don’t just become fallen.”
She tried to speak, but the claw was too tight.
“Well? Who are you, really? Is this whole ‘become a girl’ thing some cover? Who are you hiding from? The guild won’t have--”
The door to the hall opened, Gervas taking a step inside, only to stop when his eyes fell on the pair. “Ursula! What in the world are you--” His words stopped when he caught sight of the pinned wrist.
Yvette whimpered and gave him a pleading look, trying to breath around her choked throat.
Gervas’ eyes narrowed and he slammed the door behind himself. “Ursula, let her go.”
“She’s a fallen, Gervas,” the zmaj woman growled, baring her teeth once more. “You’ve brought a fallen into my hall. I should have her arrested.”
“That’s not the Mercenary Guild’s business, now is it?” Gervas asked, slowly stepping forward. “That’s the Mage’s Association’s decision. You’re not a part of them.”
“It’s my business when you bring a criminal into my town.”
The claw tightened around Yvette’s throat and she could no longer breath at all, her free hand wrapping tightly around the wrist of the much stronger woman. She tried to pull herself free, but she was too weak. She wished she could shift, but without her components she couldn’t think of any form she could take that would help her escape. Not to mention she imagined Ursula would snap her neck the moment she tried.
“Let her go, now. She’s not a criminal. She’s not doing anything wrong.”
“She’s--”
“Now. Don’t make me fight you, Ursula,” he said, his voice cold and determined. “She’s under my protection. If I have to, I will.”
Ursula glanced towards him, before looking back at Yvette. Finally, she let go. Yvette stumbled back and fell to the ground, coughing and gasping for air. She reached a hand up to her throat, though it hurt badly. She could practically feel the bruise forming. Gervas was at her side a moment later, kneeling down by her.
“Easy, easy,” he whispered, gently stroking her hair. “Are you okay? Can you breath?”
She tried to speak, but all that came out was a light croaking sound. She slowly nodded, staring up at him with tear stained eyes.
“It’s okay, you’re safe now...” he whispered. “I got you something while I was out. Okay?” he said, before dropping a small bag into her lap. He then got back to his feet and turned towards Ursula.
The zmaj woman just glared at him, baring her fangs at him. “Do you want to tell me why you’re protecting a fallen of all things?”
“She shouldn’t be fallen.”
“Then why does he have that mark? They don’t just give those out because they feel like it.”
Gervas sighed and crossed his arms. “She stole from the vault.”
Ursula’s eyes widened. “He did what? Why would you be helping someone like that? You know how the Mage’s--”
“Because she didn’t have a choice!” Gervas cut her off, stepping closer to the counter and glaring back at her.
“Everyone has a choice. Stealing from the vault isn’t something you do by accident. The--”
“She needed a spell that could fix her. That was all. They wouldn’t allow her to have it, so she had no choice but to steal it. I helped her.”
That made the woman take a step back, her mouth falling open. “You did what? You stole from the vault? But your grandmother--”
“Yes. She’s less than pleased with me.”
“Why in the world would you do something so… stupid?”
“The same reason we talked about before. Because it’s the only way she can be fixed. The only way she can be herself.”
“He’s a--”
“She’s a girl,” Gervas snapped, before turning and kneeling down besides Yvette, reaching out to gently touch her head, examining her neck. “Yvette, you’re a girl.”
“I-I know...” she croaked, staring up at him. She felt her stomach flip while she stared at him, her heart beating ever faster. She struggled to drive the silly thought of throwing herself into his arms and crying against his chest away. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean t--”
“You didn’t do anything wrong. I’ve told you that. So stop saying you’re sorry.”
“Right. Sorry.”
Gervas rolled his eyes and shook his head. “We stole the spell that will turn her into a girl. That’s all. They branded her as a fallen for it.”
“You know they’ll be furious with you for--”
“Then let them be,” Gervas said with a soft sigh. “It’d hardly be the first time I’ve gone against their demands.”
“You know they’ll--”
“They’ll send someone after me, I know. But that’s what they do. She’s hardly the first one to have been wrongfully deemed a fallen,” he said gently. “All she wants is to fix herself. Nothing more.”
“Why are you buying into this?” Ursula snapped, slamming a fist down on the table. “You’re letting him control you, just like your mother--”
Yvette froze at the look of pure rage that covered Gervas’ face for a moment before he turned to face Ursula. Even the much larger woman took a step back from his anger. “Don’t you DARE say that. Yvette is nothing like my mother.”
“He--”
“Do you believe, even for a moment, I would let myself be tricked like this?” he asked, moving up against the counter. Yvette suspected if it wasn’t for that, he’d have had the woman backed up to the wall.
“We can all be--”
“I’ve traveled with her. It’s my duty to watch her, to ensure that she’s not a danger to anyone else. To ensure that she’s a good and proper mage.”
“You’ve made mistakes before. Madlyn--”
“I did the best I could with her. It was not my duty to force her to change. Just to find what she needed to. The same with Yvette. You know what I’ve seen?”
“What?”
“A young girl. She’s not the most capable mage. She’s a bit of a brat at times. Selfish. Half blind. Walks straight into danger with all the self preservation instincts of a blind and deaf mule.”
“H-hey!” Yvette said, her cheeks burning.
“But she’s trying her hardest. She’s giving everything she has for this. I’ve seen her both as a boy and a girl. I would not be supporting this if I didn’t know it was necessary.”
Ursula stared at him before, slowly, she relaxed. She looked between the two of them. “Are you sure? Your father--”
“Would have done the same thing.”
“Then you admit it’s stupid.”
“Incredibly. It’s probably one of the stupidest things I’ve ever done.”
Yvette’s cheeks burned even redder and she sheepishly lowered her eyes. “Y-you know, you don’t have to be so h-honest about it,” she said, before breaking into another coughing fit.
“Yvette, there should be some components in that bag to help, use them,” Gervas said.
She nodded and opened the bag. Inside were a pair of thin, leather riding gloves. She placed them in her lap before pulling out the rest. Her eyes widened at the assortment of small components. Small leaves that were soft and leathery to the touch, having been soaked in a potion. She picked one up and pressed it to her throat. The leaf turned to ash when her magic surged through it, but it gave her magic the focus it needed to slightly heal her throat. The pain dampened slightly. “Thank you,” she said softly, before grabbing the gloves and sliding them on. She then started going through the bag.
Assorted small, crude stones, useful for elemental spells. Assorted dried out body parts of different animals (most of which she couldn’t identify), they’d be useful for her transfiguration spells. She pulled out a small, blue scale that she suspected came from a rather large snake. “Thank you, Gervas.”
Ursula looked between them once more. “It’s incredibly stupid. He’s going to get both of you killed. Is that what you want?”
“I’m not going to die over this. Besides, it’s like my father said. The battles you regret the most aren’t the ones you won, it’s--”
“The ones you ran away from,” Ursula said, cutting him off. “Your father had a thousand sayings.”
“He did. I’m not saying it’s the smart thing to do. But she has absolutely no self preservation instinct, at all. If I don’t help her, she’ll be dead in a week. Two, tops. If I leave her to it, I’ll end up regretting it for the rest of my life.”
“If you don’t, you won’t have a rest of your life to regret it,” Ursula muttered. “Idiots always lead themselves and anyone foolhardy enough into an early grave.”
“I’d rather spend my life living, than wasting it surviving.”
Ursula groaned and shook her head. “You really are your father’s son. Fine. But don’t say I didn’t warn you.”
“I never would,” Gervas said, before turning to kneel besides Yvette once more. “How’s your throat?”
“Better,” she whispered, staring up at him. “I don’t think I’ll be singing anytime soon, though. This just means you’ll have to play for me.”
Gervas stared at her. “Play for--” His eyes narrowed and he reached out, ruffling her hair roughly. Still, she could see the small hint of a smile on his lips. “You must be feeling better if you can make terrible jokes.”
“They’re no worse than any of yours,” she said sheepishly, trying to keep the blush from her cheeks. “Thank you for the incredible timing, though. I really thought she was going to kill me.”
“She wouldn’t have killed you. Once you passed out, she’d have let you go.”
“Oh, well. I guess that makes me feel so much better,” Yvette said, her voice dripping with sarcasm. “You know, since meeting you, I’ve almost died a lot.”
“If you’d rather go back to your master’s tower, I’m sure--”
“No!” she said quickly, shaking her head. “I didn’t say it’s a bad thing. I just wish your friends and family wouldn’t be on the list of people trying to kill me.” She regretted the words almost instantly when she saw the guilt flash in his eyes. She barely resisted reaching a hand out to touch him, wanting to wipe those feelings away. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean--”
“It’s okay. I know what you meant,” he said softly. Slowly, he got to his feet and held out his hand. “Come on. Ursula, about what we talked about last night. Will you still--”
“Yes, I’ll get you it. But you’re on your own on getting to that island. Any captain willing to go near it won’t be cheap. Getting off it will--”
“We’ll deal with that when the time comes,” Gervas said quickly, cutting her off. “You won’t tell anyone about what you saw, correct?”
“Not a soul. But if anyone comes looking for you, I won’t--”
“I wouldn’t expect you to. Yvette, we’ll need to be here a few more days. Is that okay?”
She glanced back towards the woman, then back to him. Slowly she gave a small nod. “Yes. That’s fine. No more choking or trying to break pieces of me?”
“Are you going to cause any trouble for me?” Ursula asked.
“All I do is cause trouble. Ask Gervas,” Yvette said before she could stop herself.
“It’s true. Really, all she does,” Gervas said without skipping a beat.
Ursula stared at the pair for a moment before, slowly, her lips curled into a smile and she gave a low, hissing snicker.
Yvette’s eyes widened. “Did you just hiss?”
“No!” the woman shouted.
“You did. I knew it! Well, I suspected it! I knew there had to be some kind of hissing!” the mage said with a smirk.
“That’s incredibly rude, I don’t hiss,” Ursula said with a light growl.
“You just did. It--”
“Yvette,” Gervas snapped. “Don’t. She’s not a lizard.”
“My kind are those who have dragon blood and magic flowing through our veins. We are not lizards,” Ursula said coldly.
“And I’m not a boy.”
Ursula opened her mouth to snap back, but slowly she paused and then closed her mouth, eyeing Yvette for a few moments. Finally, she shook her head. “Very well, girl. Little trouble making mage. So long as you do not cause me any trouble, I won’t have to hurt you. But know this. I’ll be watching you, closely. If I catch even a scent of you causing any trouble, I’ll put you down myself.” A low, guttural growl rose from the zmaj woman’s throat. “There are lots of ways to disable a mage, especially ones that have such easily broken bones.”
Yvette nervously gulped and rubbed her wrist, touching the bruise that had formed along it. She had no doubt that the woman could have snapped it without breaking a sweat. “Y-yes ma’am...” she whispered.
“Let’s go,” Gervas said, gently taking her left hand in his. “You’ve been inside for a while. How about a ride?”
“A ride? I think I’ve had all the rides I’ll ever want to take just getting here,” Yvette said with a light chuckle.
“Are you sure?” he asked, once he led her into the stable. “It’ll be quite a while before you can again.”
“Huh?” she asked. “Why?”
“We’ll be going by boat, remember? Chestnut and Redwood won’t be coming with us.”
Yvette froze, her mouth falling open. She hadn’t even thought about that. Though, now that he said it out loud she couldn’t help feeling a little foolish for having not realized it. If they were going out to sea, they couldn’t just bring the two with them. “Where are they going to--”
“Here,” Gervas said. “Ursula will take care of them until we return.”
She stared up at the two horses. The two had been with her since she had left the tower. While she hadn’t thought much about them, now that she realized they’d be leaving them behind, she felt a soft pang of sadness in her heart. She pulled her hand from his and moved towards Chestnut, gently petting the horse’s muzzle. She leaned into the pets. “Would they--”
“If we didn’t return, Ursula would make sure they got someone who took good care of them,” Gervas said before walking forward, gently petting Redwood.
“I-I wasn’t going to ask that!” Yvette said quickly. “I was going to ask if they would be happy here while we were gone. It’s… will they be okay?”
“Of course. Ursula would never allow anything bad to happen to a horse. Their riders, sure. But not a horse,” he said with a light chuckle.
Yvette rolled her eyes, but kept petting Chestnut. “I’d hope so. I don’t think she could lift Chestnut up with one arm, anyway. Good to know she’ll be treated better than me.” She rested her forehead against the horse’s head, feeling her warmth and catching her soft scent on the air. “You’ll be okay, won’t you girl?”
Chestnut gave a light snort in response.
Yvette smiled and wondered if the horse even understood what they were discussing. She felt silly a moment later when she realized that she likely did. Chestnut and Redwood were both mageborne mounts. They were far more intelligent than normal horses, stronger and faster too. If they weren’t worried, she likely had no need to. It didn’t make her feel any less nervous about it, though.
“They’ll be fine,” Gervas said calmly. “There aren’t a lot of people I’d trust with them. But Ursula has served just as well as I. She knows the value of a good mount. How important these two are. Isn’t that right, girl?” he asked.
Redwood clopped her hooves once again the ground.
“See? Besides, I’ve left Redwood here before. Ursula will take good care of them.”
“Even after what happened? After we… had that...” Yvette turned to look at her guardian.
Gervas sighed and gave a small nod. “Yes. She’s not going to cause us any problems. I trust her.”
Yvette couldn’t help but notice the way he tensed up. The way Redwood stood up taller in place. A new thought formed in her mind and she felt her cheeks getting redder. She glanced back towards the door, imagining that woman. She then looked back to Gervas, looking him up and down. Zmaj were human, once. Or, at least, their ancestors were. It wasn’t altogether uncommon for them to take human lovers. “Were you two...”
“Huh?” Gervas asked, glancing back at her.
Yvette flushed and quickly turned to look into Chestnut’s eyes. Her cheeks burned so hot she was certain he could see it even in the dim candle light of the room. “Intimate. Are you her--”
“NO! Ew, no!” Gervas said, the disgust evident in his voice.
She flushed. “I-I mean, she’s not, I didn’t mean, I don’t think it’s weird if--”
“My father and her were,” Gervas cut her off. “Just, no. She’s almost family.”
Yvette blinked a few times, before giggling softly. “Ohhhhh. I see. So, if she wasn’t your aunt, then--”
“We’re not talking about this.”
“Is it the scales? Or the teeth?”
“Very well,” Gervas said with a shake of his head. “I was going to let you take it easy. But I guess not. It’s time for more weapon’s practice.”
Yvette froze and she swore that Chestnut whickered with amusement. “W-wait, I was just--”
“Too late.”
She let out a soft whimper. She could already feel the bruises.
 
 
Chapter 11
 
 
 
Yvette felt as if she was nothing more than a mass of bruises. She could still hear the echo of the thump when his wooden ‘sword’ connected with her body, getting by her defenses with ease. Worse, she hadn’t practiced in so long she wasn’t used to the abuse at all.
Every correction, every order he made echoed in her mind. Keep her guard up. Move in, not away. Strike, don’t hesitate. She wasn’t used to fighting, the idea of trying to move closer to the person trying to stab her felt stupid. She lay on the ground, panting from exertion, her entire body covered in dirt and sweat.
Gervas nudged her with his foot. “Yvette? Get up.”
“Can’t.”
He lightly hit her side with his ‘sword’. She groaned in response. “Get up.”
“Can’t,” she repeated, closing her eyes. Everything felt like it hurt.
He gave a sigh before kneeling down beside her. He put the tip of his ‘sword’ against her stomach. “You know, if this was real you’d be dead, then.”
“If this was a real fight you’d have killed me a dozen times, at least,” she said softly. She opened her eyes and smiled up at him. Her heart started to beat a little faster when she caught his gaze, his eyes gentle and soft, a small, relaxed smile on his lips. There was even a little sweat on him this time, as well. “This is why you’re the guardian and I’m the person who turns into bears.”
“Bears? Oh, you can turn into two bears now? This I want to see.”
She gave a snort. “I can turn into any bear. I am mistress of the bears. In fact… you could say it is un-bear-lievable.”
Gervas let out a groan, before hitting her side once more with his training weapon. “You deserved that one.”
“Worth it,” she said with a light, pained groan. “So, how bad was I?”
“You weren’t.”
“Huh?”
“You weren’t bad,” he said once more. “In fact, I was incredibly impressed. You were far faster than when we first started. You were reacting quicker as well. You actually saw my swings this time.”
“I couldn’t avoid them,” she mumbled gently.
“But you did see them when they were coming. You were reacting,” Gervas said before standing up. He held out his hand to her. Slowly, she took it and let him help her to her feet. “There are a lot of people who don’t realize what is happening until it’s too late. You’re getting better at reading my movements and reacting to them.”
Her cheeks burned and she shook her head. “I didn’t land a blow on you, though.” As quick as his attacks were, she had been able to see them this time. Able to try and react. She was even getting a little better at knowing when he would swing as well.
“I didn’t let you,” he said before reaching out and placing a hand on top of her head, ruffling her hair lightly and drawing a deeper tint of red to her cheeks. “You didn’t need it. Considering we haven’t practiced together since we arrived at the vault, I’m impressed. Here I thought all you were doing was practicing your magic.”
“I-I wasn’t practicing any of this!” she said quickly. Though she had, on occasion, watched his training. She couldn’t resist, though. There was something mesmerizing about his movements when he fought. As if he was performing a strange, if deadly, dance. She still felt magic was the superior option, but his movements did seem so fascinating. “I just watched you sometimes. That’s all. It wasn’t like I was copying your movements or anything. I have to do enough studying without involving you.” She then glanced down at her hands. “Though, if I can be completely honest?”
“What?”
“The gloves help. It’s a little less scary striking with the dagger, when I know that I have something over my fingers. I know it won’t actually stop anything from cutting me, but it does help.”
Gervas laughed and shook his head. “Of course. I should have gotten you some before now. That was my fault.”
“It’s okay,” she said gently, staring up at him. “So, I really did okay?” she asked, her tone hopeful. She knew it was silly, but hearing him give her praise made her heart pound even harder than before. All she wanted was to hear him tell her how good a job she did. Just knowing he thought she was doing better filled her with energy.
“I was very proud of you,” he said with another light chuckle. “But you shouldn’t go looking for compliments like that. I’ll think you have enough energy to go another round.” He put a hand to her forehead. “Though, you’re all red now. Maybe I did push you a little too hard.”
The words brought more heat to her face and she could feel the blush going all the way down to her neck. He even said he was proud of her. Her heart pounded so hard she was sure he could feel it. How could he not notice how she felt? Wasn’t it obvious? She mentally screamed, hoping he’d pull his hand off and look away before he realized, while simultaneously hoping he never pulled away from her.
Alas, he did move away, pulling his hand to his side. “Let’s go back and get you something to drink, okay? I think that’s more than enough for now.”
Yvette let out a sigh of relief mixed with disappointment. Why did he have to let her go? “Gervas...”
“Yes?”
“Do, ummm...” she whispered, before shaking her head. “Do you think it’d be okay if I healed some of these? The bruises?”
Gervas let out a soft chuckle before nodding. “Sure. Once we get back, you can use your bracer.”
“I have some of the leaves on me. I could--”
“You should hold onto those for now,” Gervas said quickly. “They are used up whenever you use them. Until we can find you something that you can wear into town, it’s best that you conserve them as much as possible. We do not want to get into a situation where you need them and don’t have them. Do we?”
Yvette stared at him before slowly shaking her head. “No, you’re right,” she said sheepishly. He started to walk back towards Chestnut and Redwood, the pair lazily grazing in the grass of the field. She followed behind him and reached her hand out, only to pull it back at the last second. She closed her eyes and took a slow, deep breath. “Thanks for this. I’ve spent so long in the saddle now, I didn’t think I’d want to ride for years...” she said gently. “But it’s… what’s the word?” she asked once she stopped in front of Chestnut. The horse raised her head to look her in the eye and slowly the mage reached out and stroked her mount’s face.
“Relaxing?” Gervas asked.
“Yes,” Yvette said. “Cleanse,” she cast, moving her left hand over her body while her right gently stroked Chestnut’s face. The sweat and dirt was quickly purged from her body and clothing. “Maybe it’s because I’m not as saddle sore anymore.”
“We didn’t spend much time in the saddle on the way here, either,” Gervas said with his small, gentle smile. “We probably spent almost as much time getting into and out of their saddles as we did riding them. Do you need a hand up?”
“No, I’m fine. Did you enjoy this, Chestnut?” Yvette asked.
Chestnut gave a mirth filled snort.
Yvette giggled, covering her mouth. “I think she enjoyed watching you beat me up. Truly, I have the most bloodthirsty of mounts. Well, don’t worry. I suspect that Gervas will be covering me in bruises for many more months to come.”
“Who knows? In a few months you might even be able to give me a few. You’re a quick study, Yvette,” Gervas said before gripping Redwood’s saddle and climbing up onto her back with grace and ease that Yvette only wished she could one day have.
For the mage, climbing into her saddle was a far more difficult experience. Tired as she was, lifting her body up was near impossible.
“Are you sure you don’t want a hand?” Gervas asked. “You don’t want to--” He stopped when suddenly Chestnut lowered herself to the ground, laying on her stomach.
“Ummm...” Yvette whispered. “What did I do wrong? Chestnut? Are you okay? Gervas, what’s wrong?”
“Yvette, she’s laying down so you can get on her.”
The mage stared, her mouth falling open. Chestnut had never done that before. However, she slowly climbed onto her mount’s back. After a moment the horse rose back to her feet, sending an unsettling rocking feeling through Yvette’s stomach. She took a slow breath and gently reached out, stroking her mane. “Thank you.”
The pair moved to walk besides Gervas and they began the trek back towards the town. “You should be thankful,” he said after a few moments.
“Trust me, with my bruises, I am,” Yvette said with a laugh. “I didn’t know she could do that.”
“Most mageborne horses won’t,” he said firmly. He reached out and gently rubbed Redwood’s mane. “She’s certainly never let me do that. Redwood has, but not Chestnut. I don’t know how I feel about that.”
“Ohhhh? Jealous?” Yvette asked, her tone teasing. “Obviously you were partially right before. She only likes it when girls ride her.”
Gervas shook his head. “She’s still my horse. You’d think she’d have a little more appreciation for that. Here I just thought she was too stubborn to lay down for anyone,” he said with a gentle snort.
“Obviously this just means you’ll have to be my guardian forever,” she said, her eyes widening when she realized what she said.
He gave a sharp laugh. “Oh, I think that would be a little cruel. I don’t get easier to deal with over time.”
Yvette flushed, glancing away and trying to, once again, ignore the pounding of her heart. “I think you’re pretty easy to deal with. Once you stop being a jerk, you’re pretty wonderful to be around. Safe, even.” Her hands tightened on the reins so hard they almost went white.
“I wonder if it’s because we’re leaving,” Gervas said softly.
“Huh? We’re leaving?”
“Yes. When we head out to find your scale,” he said before giving Redwood a small, gentle pat. “Mageborne horses are smart. They know we’re going. I wonder if this is just Chestnut’s way of saying she’ll miss you. Come back safe.”
Chestnut gave a little whiny.
“I think that’s a yes,” Yvette said. “I’ll miss you, too.” She stared down at the mount and slowly released her grip on the reins, leaning her head forward. “I really will...” she whispered. “More than I thought I ever would.”
One day, they’d go from her life. Gervas, Redwood, Chestnut. All of them would be gone. It made her heart ache all the more. As desperately as she wanted to be herself, to be a full girl, the thought of losing them made her want to cry.
“We’ll be back before you know it,” Gervas said.
Yvette nodded. If her journey succeeded, that would be it. He’d be gone. Would she ever see him again? He had a job to do, after all. There’d be more mages who needed his services. Maybe she could come with him, though. Help him. They’d be a duo and--
She reached up and slapped herself, shaking the thoughts away.
“What’s wrong?” Gervas asked.
“Nothing. Mind was wandering.” She couldn’t allow herself to be distracted by such ideas. She still had so much work to do. This spell would take all of her focus for now. If she let her mind wander to something as minor as a silly crush, she’d put them both in danger. Besides, she was fairly certain it wasn’t a crush at all. He was just different from so many people she’d met in the past. An amazing friend. Obviously that was why she cared so much for him. He was her closest friend. A little heart racing and occasional light-headedness when he smiled at her didn’t mean anything.
“We’ll be going to a place called Cragtooth Isle. Have you ever heard of it?” he asked.
She shook her head. “Only a footnote, here and there. Nothing major. What can you tell me about it?”
“I’ve never been there and I’ve only heard a few stories about it, but I’ll do my best. It’s an island surrounded on all sides by mountains, rumor has it that a dragon turtle created the island centuries ago, taking humans that it deemed worthy and turning them into a whole city of zmaj. I don’t know if it’s true, but the place is protected by a dragon turtle. However, a long time ago, long before either of us were born, things changed there. While people have gone in, nobody has come back out. Rumor has it that they’ve completely isolated themselves from the outside world after someone did something.”
“Did something? Like what?” Yvette asked.
“Something stupid, I’d imagine,” Gervas muttered. “Some foolhardy mage with more power than sense probably tried to take on the dragon turtle. Or maybe they thought an island filled with zmaj would be useful for some experiments. Either way, since then, any ships that have come near it have been crushed from below. Even the seafolk give it a wide berth. Though I hear they weren’t very keen to go near it to begin with.”
The mage nodded, before frowning. “Wait. Then how are we supposed to go in and out?”
“I’m not sure,” he said with a sigh. “Getting in should be easy. It’ll take a few days, but I’ve got a trader who has agreed to take us near enough we can use one of their dinghys to get the rest of the way there. Another who has agreed to come close enough to pick us up if we can get far enough away in two weeks. From there, well...” he trailed off and shook his head. “We have two weeks to get your scale and get out.”
Yvette stared at him. “We can’t fight a dragon turtle,” she whispered. “Two weeks?”
“We’re not going to. We’ll find another way to, if we have to. I’m not worried.”
“Aren’t there any other dragon turtles?” Yvette felt more guilt flooding into her stomach. Two weeks. She’d have two weeks to not only convince a dragon turtle to give her one of its scales, but also to let them go. She didn’t know how Gervas could believe in her so strongly.
“Probably somewhere. But this is the only one that I’ve heard of still being active. Dragons of any kind aren’t exactly known for being social.”
Yvette nodded. There were only a handful of dragons she could think of that were known to be near civilizations. Even fewer friendlier ones. “Why?” she asked.
“Why what?”
“Why risk it for me?”
“Risk what?”
“Going there. What if we can’t get back? What if we’re trapped there, forever? What about Chestnut and Redwood? We should try to find another way or I could go alo--”
“No,” he said firmly. “You’ll end up dead or worse.”
“But--”
“Don’t worry. We’ll figure it out.”
“What do you mean ‘figure it out’? This sounds dangerous. If this--”
“I’m your guardian, it’s my job to protect you. I already told you I would. There’s absolutely no way I’ll leave now just because things have gotten harder.”
“But--”
“If I didn’t come, would you still go?”
Yvette flushed. “W-what? I mean, maybe. I don’t know. If--”
“If you’re willing to risk it, why shouldn’t I?” he asked.
The mage growled and urged Chestnut forward, moving to cut him off. She turned to face him. “Because this is for me. This is my body I’m trying to fix. My problem. It’s not yours. I don’t… I don’t want you to die over it. If I--” She was cut off when he reached out and pat her on the head hard enough she almost fell out of her saddle.
“So?” he asked. “I could die tomorrow. Or the day after that. I’m a guardian. Before that, I was a mercenary.”
“Y-yes, but--”
“I’ve seen more people die than you’ve likely ever met. I’ve survived due to wounds being just a little to the left or right from fatal. Seen people besides me fall and gotten away with nothing but a small scrape.”
“That doesn’t mean you should die over my selfish wants,” she said gently.
“I don’t intend to die. I don’t think I will. But I always could. You, on the other hand?” He pulled lightly on the reins, moving around her. “You will. If I let you go off on this little quest of yours all on your own? You’ll die. I don’t know how long it’ll take. A day. A week. But you’ll die. I don’t want that on my conscience.”
Yvette stared ahead, listening softly to the hooves of his horse. Slowly, she nudged Chestnut back around and followed after him. “It won’t be your fault. You don’t--”
“It may not be my fault. But it will feel like it was,” he said before glancing back at her. “Besides. It’s a lot easier to carry a load between two than one.”
Yvette nodded, her mind struggling to get through all of that. “Why?”
“I just told you--”
“I mean, why are you like this? Why? You always tease me about my self preservation instinct. But yours is even worse. You’re risking yourself for--”
“It’s my choice to make. I can help anyone I want, whenever I want.”
“Most people won’t...” she mumbled.
“I know. I’ve seen it.”
“Especially mages, right?”
“Especially mages,” Gervas said coldly. “But I’m not a mage.”
“I am.”
“You’re also nobility,” he added.
Her cheeks burned. “W-well, I mean, technically. Though I don’t think my family will admit to it. Especially once all of this is over.”
Gervas gave an exasperated sigh.”I want to help you, Yvette. I know it’s not going to be easy. I know it’ll be a struggle nearly every step of the way. But I can see you. I can help you. So I want to. I don’t want you to have to face this alone. I wouldn’t want anyone to have to face this alone.”
“Why?”
“Because it’s not fair,” he said. “Nothing in this world ever is. But this is something I can fix and help with. So I want to.”
“Would you help me if I had been someone else?”
“Huh?”
“If I hadn’t been a mage. If you hadn’t been hired to help me, would you have still helped me?” she asked gently.
Gervas was silent for a long moment before shaking his head. “I doubt it.”
“Then--”
“If I had known you, though? If we had met before. Been friends? Then yes. At least, I hope so.”
“So we are friends?”
“I’d hope so. We’ve both almost died enough times together that I’d hope we’re no longer strangers.”
“Ohhhhh,” Yvette said with a smirk forming on her lips. “So that’s how your friendship works? Just need to save each other’s lives a few times, huh?” she asked before reaching out and giving him a firm nudge before gently giggling.
“Only the very best are granted such a title,” he said, keeping his face stern and focused. “But indeed. Saving my life from deranged mages and helping me fight trolls is definitely one way to become my friend.”
“It didn’t work with Vala.”
“Dopplegangers don’t count.”
“Oh? But mages do?”
“Some mages. Sometimes.”
“Oh, so I’m a special mage, even? Aren’t I a lucky girl?”
“You’re definitely a something girl.”
“Just so long as I’m a girl, I’m happy to just be a something.”
Gervas gave a snort and shook his head. He gently gave Redwood a few more gentle strokes of her mane. “You’re definitely something. Obnoxious, reckless, foolhardy, borderline suicidal--”
“Says the guy who’s following me into the maw of a dragon turtle.”
“I can hardly trust you to do it on your own. Besides, you’re a mage.”
“So?”
“’Oh look, a dragon turtle! I should be trying to avoid notice, instead I’m going to run up to it and try and see the inside of its mouth! Oh, wow, what big teeth it has!’” Gervas said in a mocking, high pitched voice.
Her cheeks burned. “I-I do NOT talk like that.”
“Right, sorry.” He cleared his throat and started again. “’But first, I’m going to turn into a fish so I’m extra tasty!’ How’s that?”
“I would not-- wait, do dragon turtles have teeth?”
“I don’t know. I’d think so? Dragons have teeth.”
“But turtles don’t, they have beaks.” Her mind raced as she imagined the strange creature they’d encounter. If they managed to meet with it, she hoped she did get a chance to see into its mouth and-- Her thoughts were cut off and red flooded her cheeks.
Gervas just smiled at her, a cocky grin on his face. “Well?”
“S-shut up. I wouldn’t make myself tastier first,” she grumbled.
“You know what they say. Mage’s rush in where ever they can best get themselves killed.”
“No one says that.”
“Everyone who knows a mage says it. Just not to their faces.”
She gave him the most annoyed look she could muster, though all it did was bring another laugh from him. “Stop it! I’ll turn you into a toad.”
Gervas only laughed harder. “You already told me you can’t do that. Remember?”
“I probably can eventually!” she said firmly. “It probably won’t be that hard. Besides, you’re half there already.”
That made him stop, his eyes narrowing. “Wait. What is that supposed to mean?”
Yvette blinked and tried to come up with an answer to go with her insult and drew a blank. She was silent for a long moment, her mind racing.
“Well?” he asked.
Grasping for anything, she answered with the only idea she could. “You’re cold, clammy and always jumping around.”
Gervas stared at her for a few moments before he burst into laughter once again. “That has got to be the worst insult I’ve ever heard, Yvette. Did you just come up with that?”
She nodded sheepishly. “Yeah. It wasn’t very good. Sorry.”
“Very well, oh frog mage. Let’s get something to eat. Maybe I’ll add insults to the list of things I have to train you in. We’ve got a few days to properly beat them into you.”
Yvette let out a groan, all too painfully reminded of the bruises across her body. She was not looking forward to the next few days of his training. She just hoped she survived until they set sail. Even if the dragon turtle did eat them, it wouldn’t be any worse than the pain Gervas subjected her to with his practice.
 
 
Chapter 12
 
 
 
Yvette wished she could be somewhere, anywhere else. She was certain she was dying. If she wasn’t, she hoped she’d start just so this misery would end.
The beginning of their voyage had been wonderful. Gervas had given her a small, bronze ring that was now worn on her left hand. It would protect her from being tracked by magic, or so he said. She wasn’t sure how much she trusted it, considering it had come from Ursula. Not that she had any choice but to believe it would.
However, within the first few hours of the trip, she had made an all too terrible discovery. Sea sickness, or so Gervas called it. It had started with a bit of nausea that had slowly grown until she could barely stand. Not long after that, nothing in her stomach agreed to stay down and she had been brought to the deck and forced to lean over the side. The dry heaving was the worst.
Gervas had promised her that she would sleep it off and be all better afterwards. She had not been, not that she had gotten much sleep. It had been three days of pure, unbridled misery. The most she’d been able to stomach without losing it were a few salty crackers and a little bit of water. Even then, she’d never felt more miserable in her life.
“You look terrible,” Gervas said before walking up besides her.
She opened her mouth to yell at him, but before she could muster the words she felt his hand gently rubbing her back. She let out a soft groan and leaned into the hand. It didn’t make her feel any better, but it made things feel a little more tolerable. “Don’t stop… please,” she whispered.
“Of course.”
“Is this normal?” she asked, giving a soft whimper.
“I mean… sometimes. Most people I’ve known get better after a few hours. A day at most. I’ve only known a few people who were this bad for this long.”
She gave another soft whimper before retching over the side of the boat. “I-I wish I was dead. This is torture.”
“There’s magic to fix it,” he offered. “I don’t know it, though. But when we’re done here, I’m sure we’ll find someone who can help you learn it. It can’t be much more difficult than any of the other magic you do.”
Yvette nodded. Since they’d departed she hadn’t been able to practice any of her spells, though she swore if she found a way to cure this terrible torment, she wouldn’t stop until she learned it.
“We’re almost there. If you look up, you can see the island,” he whispered, his hand moving in small, soft circles. “It’s going to be okay, we’re almost done.”
She looked up and, true to his words, she could. Off in the distance she could see a small, brown line. Rising out of the horizon. They were so close. She didn’t know if it was the excitement or the rubbing of her back, but she swore she felt just a tiny bit better. “We’re almost there,” she whispered. “How close will they take us?”
“They’re getting a dinghy ready. We’ll be going on our own, soon. Are you going to be okay?” he asked. “It’ll be slower. But--”
“The alternative is going back,” she whispered. “I think I’d rather the dragon turtle just eat me. After we’re done, I never want to see another ship as long as I live.”
“You’ll get used to it eventually. Then it’ll all be over and you’ll remember the good times,” he said with a smile.
“What good times?”
“Okay, so I didn’t think of any. But if there had been, you’d remember them.”
She gave a chuckle, closing her eyes. “You’re insane.” After a few moments, her nausea seemed to get worse. She quickly opened her eyes and focused on the island, her stomach settling just a little. “Want to give me one happy memory?”
“I’m not throwing you overboard or drowning you myself,” he said firmly.
“Okay, so not that then. Would you play for me?” she asked.
He gave a quick laugh and patted her gently on the back. The motion made her lean forward and retch. “Sorry! Sorry,” he said sheepishly before continuing to rub her back. “I told you, I haven’t done that in years.”
“But it might make me feel better.”
“I don’t have a lute or lyre.”
“Awww,” she said, her voice filled with disappointment. “Please?”
“Have you just pretending to be sick so I’ll--”
Yvette felt another bout overtake her and leaned forward, dry heaving over the side of the boat.
“Okay, no. You haven’t. Fine, I’ll tell you what. When we’re back on dry land, if we can get our hands on one, I’ll play for you. One song. That’s all. So long as we make it back.”
Yvette nodded, chuckling. “Ahhhh. Well, now I truly do have motivation,” she said with a teasing grin. “Our lives, this scale, all of that is one thing. But to hear the great Gervas play for me? Truly this is a… a...” She gave a soft whimper and fell to her knees, resting her head on the railing of the ship. “I feel like I’m dying.”
“It’s okay, it’s going to be okay,” Gervas whispered, leaning down to gently stroke her back. “We’ll be on dry land before nightfall. You just need to endure a little longer. Think about why we’re doing this, okay? You need that scale. You want to be a girl, don’t you?” he asked.
She nodded. “I do...”
“Then you can do this. I’m here with you, you don’t have to do it alone. Remember? I’m here to help you.”
“I’m not alone,” she whispered, glancing up at him and giving a small, weak smile. “We’re doing this. Together. R-right?”
“Right. So just be strong for a little while longer. Please?” he asked gently.
“I’ll be strong for a little longer,” she whispered back to him and leaned against his side. “Just a little while longer. Just… please keep rubbing my back.”
“Of course.”
 
------ 
 
Yvette’s suffering was finally, after what felt like days of torture and torment, almost over.
The island was massive. The mountains were so high they pierced the clouds like great white teeth and surrounded it on all sides, seeming to go off towards the horizon forever. However, there seemed to be a single, massive opening in the mountains, a single entryway that one could go through to arrive on firm, solid land. While it was surrounded on both sides by a cliff, the entrance itself was incredibly massive, a full fleet could have gone through it with ease. The beach, however, was only a small expanse of sand, past which massive trees rose from the ground and made it impossible for her to see any further.
The ship had brought them to a little beyond that entrance, before lowering a small dinghy into the water with the two inside. From there, Gervas began to row them towards land.
Yvette stared up at the massive cliffs on either side of the entrance. It felt so much colder now that the two were in the shade of the great cliffs. The mountains seemed to go up forever. “How do you think these formed?” she asked gently.
“Probably the dragon turtle made them,” Gervas said. “I hear their magic is incredible.”
She slowly sat up and stared at the beach waiting for them. So close. Soon, she’d be on dry land. “We’re almost there. Just a little--”
“SHIT!” Gervas said, his eyes locked behind her and down. “Don’t move, don’t move.”
Yvette turned immediately and let out a soft whimper.
“What did I just say?” he whispered.
She couldn’t help but stare. Under the water, she didn’t know how far, was a strange oval shaped shadow, which seemed to be outlined in a dim glow. It was hard to make out anything about it, only its massive size, but the light glow made the size easy enough to judge.
It was many times bigger than the vessel they’d taken to get here. She doubted even a fleet of ships would have posed a problem for something so large.
“That’s the dragon turtle, isn’t it?” she whispered.
“I think so.”
“Should I… should I go down and--”
“No!” he snapped. “What did I just tell you the other day about going into its mouth?”
“Okay,” she said sheepishly, unable to take her eyes off it. Her stomach was now jumping for an entirely different reason. The monster was the size of a small island, how could she possibly ask it for one of its scales? Could she even carry such a scale? They had to be bigger than her.
Then the creature seemed to just disappear entirely, the glowing shadow gone.
Gervas let out a sigh of relief and started rowing again. “We’re almost there,” he whispered.
“Okay,” she said softly, unable to take her eyes off where it had been. Even if she got the scale, how were they going to get the two of them off the island with such a massive creature in their way?  At least it seemed to be okay with the pair of them being here, small miracle though it was.
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Yvette groaned and crawled out of the boat, collapsing onto the sand and laying there. “It feels… weird...” she mumbled.
“It’ll pass. You’ve been on the water for a while. Before you know it, you’ll be fine.” He knelt beside her and gently stroked her hair.
She nodded and gave him a small smile. Already she could feel her stomach beginning to calm down. “Thank you.” She felt exhausted, as if she hadn’t had a full night’s sleep in days. Which, she supposed, she hadn’t.
“You should be happy. We made it here, didn’t we?” he asked. “The hard part is already done.”
“Isn’t the hard part getting the scale?” she asked. “Then getting off the island?”
“There can be more than one hard part.”
“Sometimes I feel like my whole life is the hard part,” she said. “It has gotten much easier since I’ve had someone helping, though.” 
He rolled his eyes. “You’re going to be fine. Just--” He paused, his eyes turning from her towards the treeline. “Just fine.” His voice went low. “Someone is watching us. Something. I don’t know what, though.”
“Are we in danger?” she asked gently, thoughts of sleep driven from her mind by the impending threat. She was far too exhausted to want a fight, though, so she hoped that whatever it was would leave them be.
“I don’t know. Give me your bag,” he whispered.
She nodded and slowly handed it over to him. To ensure that if there were any accidents they wouldn’t be weighed down, his armor and most of his weapons had been put inside her enchanted bag. Now, however, she felt more vulnerable than ever knowing he wasn’t ready for anything that might come after them.
He opened the bag and, after a moment, dropped her bracer onto her chest. She nodded and slowly slid it on, resting while he slowly armed himself. He made it look casual, as if he had all the time in the world and as if he didn’t know someone, or something, was watching them. Pulling the chainmail hauberk over his head and shimmying a little so it unbunched and fell over his body. Once it was on, he pulled out his belt and wrapped it tightly around his waist.
She held her breath and watched, waiting for some sound, some sign of whatever was watching them was getting ready to strike. But there was nothing aside from the occasional rustling of leaves.
She tensed up when she heard a soft scratching sound from the treeline, but nothing burst from it. Gervas held out his left hand to her, once he was fully armed, a spear in his right hand and his bow unstrung and resting in the quiver tied over his shoulder. His shield on the ground and leaning against his leg. She finally allowed herself to breathe again, taking his hand and letting him help her up.
“Did it leave?” she asked softly.
“No. It’s still there. It’s watching us,” he whispered. “We’re going to go into the jungle and circle back to try and get it from behind. Okay?”
“Okay,” she whispered back. If nothing else, it seemed the tension had helped her recover from the disorientation of being back on land. She no longer felt like throwing up.
She did feel a pang of regret when he let her hand go, picked up his shield and started to walk up the beach. She followed behind him, shaking her head and silently berating herself for such foolish thoughts. They’d spent days out at sea together, which she had spent so sick she thought she was dying.
There was no way he would ever have feelings for her now. He’d seen her at her worst, disgusting and ugly. She--
Her eyes widened with horror. She put a hand up to her chest. “Cleanse,” she cast quickly, before reaching up to touch her cheeks. Her face burned with shame when she realized she hadn’t removed the hairs in days.
No, there was no way he could ever look at her like that, now. She gave a soft whimper and began to remove them with her magic.
Gervas glanced back and chuckled. “Back to your morning ritual, I see?” he teased. “Want to look your best in case we get ambushed?”
Her cheeks burned with shame and she gave a nod. “I’m sorry. You must think I’m disgusting,” she muttered. “I must have looked just--”
“You were sick.”
“That’s no excuse,” she said sheepishly. “I should have at least--”
“Everyone gets sick, Yvette. Even girls. It doesn’t make you disgusting. It makes you, well, mortal.”
She turned even redder. “Did… I look… I mean...”
“What?”
“Did I look like a guy?” she asked, her heart cracking a little bit at the thought. She knew she shouldn’t ask it, that she’d hate the answer. But she had to.
He was silent for a long moment, before finally shaking his head. “Not really, no. There were times where it was more noticeable. But...”
“But?”
“I don’t think I’ve ever heard you sound as much like a girl before,” he said casually. “You have a very feminine whimper and whine when you’re sick.”
She glared at him and reached out, giving him a very light shove. Though, while she wouldn’t admit it to him, her heart soared at those words.
Even at her worst, when she felt like she was dying, he still thought she sounded like a girl. No, not just a girl. She sounded feminine. Even if sometimes people could tell what she was, the fact she still seemed very girly made it not suck nearly as bad. Her cheeks burned even redder when she realized he was right. Now there had been one good memory from that terrible ordeal.
Gervas stopped and motioned her forward, while he moved behind a tree. “It’s following us. Keep going, make noise. Be careful. I’ll sneak up on it from behind,” he whispered, before slowly moving away from her.
Yvette nodded and gave him one last look before she started walking ahead. She couldn’t help but admire how quiet he could be, even in that chainmail armor of his. “Well, Gervas, I think we’ve finally done it. I hope the dragon turtle is nice. Here’s hoping we can convince it to let us go.” Tall trees surrounded her on all sides, but surprisingly the sun seemed more than able to pierce through the leaves overhead. While the narrow entrance had been cast in shadows, the forest itself seemed more than able to get plenty of sun, creating a beautiful green illumination of light across the ground. All manner of plant life seemed to be growing here and she knelt down by a small bush, admiring the red berries on it. “Do you think these ones are safe?” she asked, though she had no intention of trying them. They were so round and juicy looking she could barely resist, but she knew Gervas would be furious. Though, the longer she stared at them, the more her mouth watered at the thought of taking one. It had been so long since she’d had something real to eat that she could keep down.
She shook her head and quickly got back to her feet to start walking again, pushing bushes aside while she walked. The last thing she needed was to poison herself. “Do you think I can--”
A yell from behind made her turn back around and go entirely still. Her heart was pounding and fresh, new fear took hold of her. Moments seemed to pass like minutes while she waited, desperately, for Gervas to yell something.
It filled her heart with joy when he finally did. “Yvette, come back. I’ve got them. I...” His voice trailed off. “Just come back.”
She raced back to the source of his voice and stopped when she came on the scene. She stared at him, her hand moving to cover her mouth so she could avoid bursting into laughter.
Gervas was holding a pair of very small creatures up by their arms. On the ground were three spears, Gervas’ and two far smaller ones. Besides them his shield was resting. The creatures were wearing thin clothing woven with vines and leaves, allowing them to blend in with the foliage rather well.
They were yelling something, though she couldn’t understand it. Still, it sounded incredibly familiar. Sharp, but deep sounds coming from them.
Yvette wasn’t sure, but they seemed to be zmaj as well. However, unlike Ursula, these two were far smaller, smaller even than a child. They were both deep shades of green, with incredibly fine scales covering their bodies. “What are they?” she asked.
“Zmaj,” Gervas said softly. “I’m not sure why they’re so small, though, but--” Both of them suddenly lunged up and bit his arms in unison. He let out a yelp of pain, dropping the pair.
Her eyes widened with alarm once they hit the ground and took off. They moved so fast she could barely even see them move, one second on the ground, the next they were scrambling up a different tree each, leaping off the branches and disappearing deeper into the forest.
Gervas cursed, shaking his head. “Little biting monsters,” he growled, looking around. “Where’d they go?” he asked.
“They ran away,” she said nervously. She moved towards him. “Here, let me see your hands.” She tapped her bracer, making small dots form along it.
“It’s fine, I can barely--”
“Let me see,” she said firmly. “We both need you to have your arms. What if they come back and we have to fight them?”
Grudgingly, he did as he was told and held his arms out. Small, thin pricks had penetrated his gloves, leaving a small row of bloody holes in his hands. It only took a few moments for her to cleanse the blood and seal the wounds, even less to fix the gloves.
“Do you think they’ll come back?” she asked.
“I don’t know. I wouldn’t expect that trick to work again, though.”
“Why?”
“I was watching them. They were following you, but they didn’t seem to be paying much attention. I’ve seen enough guard duty to know when the guard is bored,” he muttered softly. “I got them by surprise, but they’re quick little creatures.”
She nodded before turning back towards the forest. “Do we keep going?”
Gervas turned towards the forest before looking back, towards the beach. “Do you have anything that can fly?”
“What?”
“You can transform into different things. Do you have any form that can fly?”
“Well, a few, but--”
“Then we’ll go back to the beach and camp there. You can fly, see if--”
“The form can fly, but I can’t,” she said sheepishly.
He stared at her as if she was mad. “What does that mean?”
“I don’t know how to fly. I can take the form of a bird, but I don’t really know how to do it.”
Gervas stared at her for a few moments, before sighing. “How can you NOT know how to fly?”
“Have you ever tried flying?” she snapped back, glaring at him. “I can glide a little, but it’s not an easy thing to do. Especially not in closed spaces.”
“Why would you practice in closed spaces?” he asked, staring at her.
Her cheeks burned red and she gave a soft cough, looking away. “Err… well… I ummm...”
“What?”
“When I first tried, I turned into a pigeon. I was attacked by a bigger bird. A much bigger bird. It just came out of nowhere and… well… I couldn’t really transform while in the sky. If Master Betan hadn’t been there, I really would have died. It’s just… I haven’t really… practiced it much. We did a bit inside the tower, but there wasn’t much space. Most flying forms tend to be really small, too, so it’s not really… I don’t like doing it,” she said, her cheeks burning with shame.
Gervas stared at her and gently put a hand on her shoulder, giving it a small squeeze. “It’s okay. I’m sorry. I never really thought about it. We’ll keep going. We’ll see if we can find someplace more defensible and stay there for the night. Okay? We have a little time until it’s dark.”
She nodded before glancing up. The forest, as beautiful as it had been, only looked more ominous now than ever before. A part of her wanted to go back onto the beach, but she suspected he was probably right.
Still, those green things could be anywhere out there, watching them. That first pair had underestimated them, others might not. This was their territory, as well.
Yvette reached her hand up to his and gave it a small squeeze. “Okay. Maybe a cave or something,” she whispered. Once they had a chance to rest and eat, she was sure they could come up with a better plan.
“Exactly. Tomorrow, once the sun rises, you’ll--” His words were cut off when a small spear embedded itself in the ground near their feet, forcing the two to jump back.
She looked up and her heart nearly stopped. There were dozens of them. She hadn’t even heard them approach. But more of those tiny, green creatures surrounded them in the trees. The hissing, guttural sound filled the air once more and she nervously gulped. “I don’t think we’re getting much of a choice,” she said softly.
“Stay behind me,” Gervas said, moving in front of her and readying his spear, his eyes wandering to his shield on the ground.
“Right, behind you, where the other half of them are,” she said, her voice dripping with sarcasm. “I don’t think there’s really a safe place to stand here, Gervas.”
One of the creatures dropped down in front of them and called out to them in its strange language. Her eyes widened when she recognized one of the words and why it seemed so familiar. “Gervas, Gervas, it’s trying to talk to us!”
“I figured that out,” he muttered. “But that’s not really relevant here.”
“No, no no. That’s not what I mean. I can translate it. Err, kind of,” she said.
“Can you speak it?” he asked.
“No, but I have a book that can. If… I can get it. Oh dear,” she said, looking up at the spears. “Gervas, put your spear down.”
“No.”
“Just trust me.”
“If I do that and they rush us, I--”
“If they rush us, we’re dead anyway. Does it really matter if you take one or two of them with you?” she asked.
He glared at her but, slowly, he stabbed his spear into the ground. She let out a sigh of relief and held out both her hands, showing them as empty. Very slowly she began to pull her bag off her back. “Mage. Err...” she tried to repeat the one word she recognized back to the creature, though it was a paltry, pathetic imitation. She couldn’t come close to getting the sounds right.
“What was that?”
“I was trying to tell them I’m a mage. Listen. That language? It’s dragon tongue.”
“Dragon tongue. You mean the language of dragons? It’s not really called that, is it?”
“Well, no. But it’s better than what the dragons apparently called it.”
“What did they call it?”
“Lexis of the superior.”
“That’s not so--”
“They call ours the lexis of the inferior.”
“Dragon tongue it is. I still think it’s a stupid name.”
“I didn’t name it. Do you mind just letting me work?” she asked. Slowly, she put her bag onto the ground and opened it. The creatures above bristled and she saw the one on the ground tensing up. She held out her hands and then, very slowly, began to lift her books out of the bag. Stacking them up neatly on the ground. The creatures began to slowly relax.
“Why do you even know it?”
“Part of that spell is in it. A bit of fay, as well. Plenty of older spells are coded that way. I’m not the best at it, but I can kind of, maybe, translate just enough we don’t get impaled. Here we go,” she said with a small sigh of relief when she pulled out a small, brown tome. She sent a thought of gratefulness towards her master who had given her the bag to ensure she would always have her books near at hand. She slowly opened the small tome and tried finding a few words.
Unfortunately, the book was meant for translating old magical spells and notes. Not for actually talking to a dragon. She tried to sound out the words as best she could and tell the creatures they were no threat.
She wasn’t sure what she said because, after a moment, the creatures started making soft, strangled hissing sounds. It took her a few more moments to realize they were laughing at her.
“What’d you say?” Gervas asked her.
“I don’t know,” she whispered. “It’s not exactly easy. These sounds are made for a dragon, not a human. It can take years of practice to learn how to properly speak it. I’m doing the best I can.”
“Can you write it?”
“Maybe?” she offered, staring at the creatures. She gulped and looked down at her book once more. She tried to dig her fingers into the ground and write out the words.
The ground was hard and she could only make a single line before having to pull her finger back and rubbing it. “Ow...”
“I don’t think that’s going to work,” Gervas muttered.
“It’s how the language is supposed to be written. Dragons draw it with their claws and--”
The hissing started to just get louder and when she looked up at the creature, she realized it was almost shaking with laughter, its red eyes filled with an almost human-like amusement. Her cheeks then turned red.
“I’m an idiot,” she said softly.
“Why?” he asked.
She cleared her throat. “Err… can you understand me?” she asked.
The creature gave a small nod and the hissing laughter only seemed to get louder.
“Can you speak our language?”
It shook its head.
“Wait, they can understand us?” Gervas asked. “Why didn’t they--”
“You were waving a spear at them and they didn’t know if we were dangerous,” she said, her voice filled with annoyance. “I can’t believe I didn’t think to even ask. That--” Now the laughter was  so loud she nearly dropped her books. Her face burned with shame and she began to put her books back into her bag. “We mean you no harm,” she said, trying to ignore her embarrassment. “We arrived on this island and--”
The one in front of them came closer. It put both hands together and small, red lights formed over it, forming letters. Her eyes widened. “I can’t believe I didn’t think to do something like that,” she said.
“Can you do that?” Gervas asked.
“Of course. A small, simple illusion is easy enough,” she said firmly. “It’s not too big, either. Just in the--”
The creature motioned towards the letters with its head. The letters hovering over it were a little crude, but they clearly spelled out ‘Follow us.’
“I think they want us to follow them,” Yvette said softly.
“It is literally holding up a sign saying that,” Gervas said flatly. “I can read.”
“Sorry. I’m not used to running into any of this, I’m still a little on edge,” she said with annoyance. “Maybe you should do the talking.”
He sighed and then coughed into his hand. “Of course. We will come with you. I am sorry for ambushing your others of your tribe?” he said, his voice a little nervous.
The creature merely nodded.
“Okay. They were following us and I thought they meant us harm. I had no intention of hurting them.”
The creature lowered its arm and motioned deeper into the forest, before it began to walk, moving past the pair.
Yvette stood back up, her books back in her bag and slung over her shoulder. “I think we’re making progress,” she said. “Should you bring your spear?”
Gervas glanced down at his sword, before nodding. “I’m already heavily armed. As long as I don’t point it at them, I think they’re fine with it. You’re right. If we tried to fight them, as outnumbered as we are, we wouldn’t stand a chance.” He knelt down and picked grabbed his spear and shield before he began walking after the creature.
Yvette glanced up and watched the others moving through the trees. They kept the pair surrounded, though sometimes she swore it was as if they disappeared. While at times they could be loud, rustling leaves and their claws cutting into the bark, they were often hard to see when they blended into the green leaves. “They don’t eat humans, do they?” she whispered to him. Her stomach was once again twisting in knots at the thought they could be walking towards their doom. Even worse, she felt so tired she wasn’t sure how long she’d be able to follow them through the forest before she just collapsed. She tried to keep herself as calm as possible, however, driving herself forward.
Gervas stared at her for a few moments before shaking his head. “You mean cannibalism? I don’t think so. But it’s possible,” he said softly. “How are you holding up?”
Yvette nodded and tried not to think about that, though she now found her mind only able to think about that. They had been captured by these creatures and could only barely understand them. Yet the creatures could understand them easily enough. Who knew how long it had been since someone like them had last arrived on this island?
“Yvette?” Gervas asked. “I asked you a question.”
“W-what? Oh. Right. I’m fine. Sorry. Just… thinking,” she mumbled.
“If you need to lean on me, you can.”
“I’m fine, really,” she lied, giving him a weak smile. If they were going to die, she didn’t want his last memory of her to be of him having to carry her.
Fortunately the creatures didn’t seem very aggressive, either. In fact, they seemed to be relatively calm and gentle, the one leading them through the forest moving in slow, almost lazy steps. Occasionally even scrambling on all fours. Their movements seemed strange at times, as well. More akin to a lizards than a humans. While the ones overhead carried their spears, they didn’t aim them at the pair now. In fact, if not for the fact they were encircled, she’d almost believe the creatures were barely aware of their existence. They hardly appeared menacing or scary at all, now.
Yvette gulped and slowly worked up the courage to speak. “So. My name is Yvette. This is my guardian, Gervas. Do you have a name we can call you?”
The creature let out a low growling sound.
“Err, sorry, I didn’t mean to be rude. I just--”
Her words were cut off when she heard more of that laughter from the surrounding creatures.
“I think that’s its name,” Gervas said.
Their escort stopped for a moment to glance back and give a small nod.
Yvette’s cheeks burned even harder. “O-oh. Well, um, it’s pleasant to meet you, then. Grrr… og? Grogsh? Gr...” She shook her head. “I’m sorry.”
The laughter, however, was only getting louder from the creatures. If nothing else, her ignorance seemed amusing to them. It was better than them being offended, at least.
“Do they all have names like that?” she whispered, reaching up to rub her throat. “Ursula had a normal name.”
“Ursula has also never been to this island as far as I know. It--” His words stopped when they moved through a thick bundle of bushes and could finally see beyond.
Yvette stopped in place, her mouth falling open and a hand slowly moving to cover it. “That’s… that’s incredible...” she whispered.
 
 
Chapter 14
 
 
 
In the center of the forest a massive clearing had been created. The fields nearest the forest seemed to be farmland, filled with rows of smaller trees and bushes, many bursting with great, colorful fruits she couldn’t identify. The fields were filled with more of the zmaj. While some were smaller, like their escort, there were also massive ones, easily the size of Ursula or larger. They seemed to come in all different colors as well, some even strange mixes of two or three colors. They worked quickly, plucking the fruits and filling small baskets with them.
Further inland were other fields filled with different animals, grazing away happily, guarded by more of the zmaj. However, in the very center, was the most impressive of all.
A city. It was unlike any city she had ever seen, but there was no denying it was a city. The  homes were shaped like miniature mountains, seeming to rise out of the ground itself. However, many of them had windows and doorways, with cloth coverings over the entrances. Within a few moments she could make out even more of the city, drawing another gasp from her.
The forest surrounded the city entirely, though much of it had been cut back. As far as she could see, however, the forest seemed to go all the way to the mountains that lay far off in the distance. “It’s amazing,” she whispered. “Do you think the dragon turtle made those homes, too?”
“I don’t know. They’re probably magic made, though,” Gervas whispered back.
Yvette looked over the zmaj working the fields and the few she could see in the city. Unlike the creatures escorting them, they didn’t wear leaves and vines. Instead, they seemed to be wearing garments of hide and wool. While she was unable to determine the genders of the smaller ones, the larger ones were still human-like enough she could sometimes tell.
As their escort led them into the city, she noticed many of the zmaj were looking at them, murmuring to themselves. She couldn’t hear what they were saying, but they didn’t make any hostile motions towards the pair.
Though she couldn’t help but notice their rather powerful frames, sharp teeth and dangerous claws. If they did turn hostile, she didn’t like her or Gervas’ chances.
Many of their escorts took off, racing quickly back into the city. The one ahead of them motioned for them to keep going before quickly going down on all fours and racing off ahead.
Yvette glanced to Gervas once their guide disappeared from sight into the city. “They seem friendly enough. I think. I hope. How long has this place been isolated?”
He gave a shrug. “A long time. I know they used to have a lot of trade, though. I’m not sure what happened since--”
“Hail!” a voice called out, making them stop.
Yvette’s mouth fell open when she saw the figure striding towards them. As tall as Ursula had been, this woman would have towered over her with ease. She was wearing a glimmering, green robe that seemed to flow around her, almost as if it was alive. Her scales, unlike the others, seemed to be made of lines of at least a dozen different colors, all bright and shiny, making her glimmer in the quickly sinking sun as if she was made of gemstone.
Four of the smaller zmaj surrounded her, taking three or four steps for every one she took. At least now she knew why her escorts had run towards the city.
The woman crossed the ground between them in a startling short amount of time, making the two pause. She then stopped for a moment before bowing her head politely. “Greetings, travelers. It has been very long since any such as yourselves had made their journey here. I am Durandet. Ruler of Cragtooth Isle, leader of the chiogn, chosen of Hsgrogn the King of the Seas and Keeper of the Flame of Rebirth.” While her voice was deep and sharp, Yvette could make out the soft feminine tone in the words. The words came out smoothly, as if they had been well practiced.
Yvette stared at the woman, her mouth open. “Hs… Hsr… err...”
“Hsgrogn,” Durandet repeated patiently. Despite her massive frame and dangerous claws and teeth, the woman still managed to give an air of gentleness. Even her smile seemed almost human-like and kind.
“I am Gervas,” he said, before motioning to Yvette. “This is Yvette. It is a pleasure. We had heard of the many zmaj that lived on this island, but we never would have imagined you would all be so…”
Durandet let out a low, strangled hissing sound like the smaller ones, laughing with amusement. “We have had many humans as our guests over the years, though it has been long since your kind have chosen to travel here.”
“There are others here?” she asked. “Humans, like me?”
“No, not now,” she said, her smile wavering slightly. “There had been. But… well...”
Yvette gulped. “You didn’t...”
“Harm them? Of course not. Unless you came here meaning harm, there would be no reason for us to hurt you. Had you intended such, Hsgrogn would have destroyed you himself. Please, come with me,” she said before turning and walking towards the city.
“Then what happened to them?” Yvette asked before following after the woman with Gervas at her side. She couldn’t help feeling uneasy. But if the zmaj intended to hurt them, they were so outnumbered she knew there was nothing she could do.
“Age, for many. Though I believe some died of broken hearts. When the Great King decreed that none would leave our island again, many of your kind tried to leave. Most met their end then. Any from that time have long since died of age, even those who took our form. The gifts of the Great King are many, but immortality is not amongst them.”
Yvette flushed and gave a small nod. “Of course. Right. Sorry. It has been a while since… have there been any others?”
“From time to time. We keep a vigil on the coast for any wanderers who do come to our lands, but it is rare. Many of them stay and live lives here. Most of those who do will walk through the Flame of Rebirth and become one with us. Others attempt to return from where they came and meet their end at the maw of Hsgrogn, for to go against his word is to seek death,” Durandet said, shaking her head. “Still others have sought the blessing of Hsgrogn and face the trials. If they succeed and are permitted to leave this isle, I cannot say. Only Hsgrogn knows.”
“What is the Flame of Rebirth?” Gervas asked.
Yvette noticed the woman seemed to stand a little taller at that, her movements getting a little more brisk. Somehow seeming more energetic, each step a little faster and with a hint of excitement to it. “Why, I am thankful you asked,” the woman said, her voice filled with pride. “The Flame of Rebirth is the greatest gift of our lord. Those who walk through it find themselves reborn, infused with the might of Hsgrogn as one of his zmaj. They fully become one of the chiogn, forsaking their past lives to live here, amongst us.”
“Wait, so it can alter someone’s true form? Can it turn people into other things?” Yvette asked, her excitement rising. “Can it change their gender?”
Durandet paused and glanced towards Yvette. “I’m… sorry? I’m not sure I understand?”
Yvette turned scarlet, her eyes averting. “Err… I mean, if it can turn someone into… well, I mean...”
“It can turn you into one like me,” she said softly, her voice filled with confusion. “Though it doesn’t change your gender. If you decide to take that path, I do not see any reason you need to fret. Our traditions are clear, however,” Durandet said and Yvette was now certain. She could see a little skip in the woman’s step, her voice filled with an almost childlike excitement. She wondered how long it had been since someone had visited this island, how often the woman had practiced this speech for the day when so. “As new visitors to our island, those who the Great King has deemed worthy to join us, allow me to show you his greatest gift. The Flame of Rebirth.”
They stepped into a small courtyard in the middle of the city and Yvette froze. Four statues stood in the middle of it, each one shaped like a massive turtle. However, rather than smooth back shells, instead long rows of spines rose from then. Their legs were far thinner, ending in claws with webbing between each. Their faces was similar to a turtles, except longer and with spines across their foreheads and rather than a beak, they had a slightly wider mouth with rows of sharp teeth. At least that answered one question Yvette had. Each statue appeared to be made of jade, with different jewels embedded across their bodies and eyes that glimmered with gold.
Between the four of them was a strange fire, seeming to burst from the ground. It seemed to change color randomly, going from the lightest blue she had ever seen, to purple, green, red and finally a yellow so dark it was almost black.
“Hs… the, err, Great King gave you that?” Yvette asked softly.
“His gift to us. So others who wish to join him, to serve him, may partake of his gift. All those who desire it may step through the fire and receive his gift and be reborn as a zmaj, one of his chiogn.”
Yvette nodded, staring at it. It wouldn’t change her gender, though. The woman had said as much. If it could, she doubted she would have been able to resist running straight into it. “It happens often?” she asked.
Despite the reptilian features on the woman’s face, the disappointment was clear. “It... did, once. Back, in my mother’s time. When more of your kind came. Many desired to live here, to stay as permanent guests, to become one with us. Now, it is only those who come of age who walk through the fire.”
Yvette nodded, before glancing to Gervas a little nervously. The woman had taken them straight here, a new thought struck her. One that made her feel worried. “Do… we have to? What happens if we don’t want to?”
“We will not force you, if that is what you fear,” Durandet said with a soft hissing laugh, the hissing seeming to reverberate through the courtyard. “There were those who decided against such a gift, but the Great King has made it clear. None may be forced to accept his gift, only those who desire it.”
Yvette nodded, though another thought flashed into her mind. “So the dra-- Great King made this?”
“Yes, the Great King created this,” she said.
“How long has it been here? Does he remake it every day?”
The woman laughed. “Of course not. This fire was his first gift to us, back when our kind first came to this island. The fire itself cannot die. Water cannot snuff it out, winds cannot move it. It is an immovable object of this land, much like our lord himself. The greatest storms of the heavens cannot make the flames so much as flicker, let alone snuff them out.”
She felt excitement begin to billow within herself, her heart beating faster.
If he could make something like this, then surely he could turn her into a girl. She lifted a hand to her chest and felt it beating ever faster. If she could meet with him and convince him to fix her, then she could fix her problem immediately, rather than fighting forever and dragging Gervas around the world trying to find everything she needed. “I have to meet him!”
Durandet paused, staring at Yvette now. “Excuse me?”
“Hiss,.. gro… err...”
“Hsgrogn,” Durandet said.
“Yes, him! I have to meet him. I have to talk with him. Please. How?”
“Here we go,” Gervas muttered. “Yvette...”
“What?” she asked.
“Excuse us, one moment,” he said before grabbing her arm and dragging her away while Durandet stared at the pair in confusion. “I know what you’re thinking,” he whispered once they were further from the woman.
“What? I’ll bet you’re--”
“You’re going right towards its mouth.”
Her cheeks burned. “I-I am not. I just… if it can make something like that, turning someone into a zmaj and--”
“It’s a dragon,” he cut her off. “It’s infusing its essence into them. It likely can’t change your form the way you want. Why would it even know magic like that?”
Yvette stared at him and felt her heart sink. Her hope shattered and she slowly lowered her eyes. She’d finally seen a way out, a way to be herself without all of the fighting and struggles. An easy way to just be her.
But he was right. Why would it know any magic like that? Any magic to fully transform her into what she needed to be? She felt tears forming in her eyes. “You’re right. It was stupid. It wouldn’t--”
“It’s not stupid,” Gervas said before reaching out and gently wiping her eyes with his thumb. “I understand.”
“It’s not--”
“Listen,” he said softly. “We’re going to do this. We’re going to get you fixed. I promised you. Together, we’ll do this. You can be you. I just don’t want you getting your hopes up for something that’s probably not going to work. I don’t want you getting hurt because of it. Okay? We have a plan. We have a way to do this. So don’t hurt yourself needlessly.”
Yvette blinked a few times and then gave a small smile. “I won’t. I promise. If… we get the scale, that’ll be enough.”
“Good. We’ll try that way, though. If… we can talk to it. If we can meet with him. Maybe he can. But don’t expect it. We have a plan, we’re going to do this. So don’t let yourself lose hope just because of disappointment, okay?”
Yvette nodded and smiled up at him. She knew he was right. She’d already begun to feel so much excitement and happiness, believing she could, finally, be fixed. So easily, too.
But having another disappointment, another failure. It would have hurt. Even now, it already hurt. They had a plan, a possible way to get her fixed. If the dragon turtle could fix her, that would be a fortunate dream come true. But it was unlikely. She couldn’t let it shake her resolve. “Thank you.”
Gervas nodded, before glancing back to Durandet. “We need to meet this… err… we need to meet the Great King. Is it possible?”
Durandet gave a soft sigh before nodding, the disappointment clear on her face. “Indeed. I cannot stop you,” she said sadly. “But please, rest. It has been a long time since we have had visitors. Must you leave so soon after arriving?” she asked.
Yvette nodded. “I have to meet him. Please. He’s the reason we came here.”
“There is only one way to meet with him, that is through the trial. I must warn you, however. It is incredibly dangerous. None who have performed it have returned since the island has been cut off from the rest of the world. But… if you desire to leave our isle, it will only be through it that you will gain his blessing.”
Yvette nodded. “I see. How do we face this trial? We--”
“Yvette,” Gervas cut her off, gripping her hand.
“Huh?” she asked, glancing back at him.
“We should rest, at least,” he said firmly. He motioned up. The sun was now almost entirely behind the mountains now, casting the world in shadows. Torches were lit across the city, illuminating them. “You’ve spent the last few days with nothing but a few crackers. Do you really think you’re in any state to deal with some trials?” he asked. “Or talk with this… the Great King?”
“I feel fine. I...” She wobbled forward, her eyes widening when he grabbed her by the shoulders. She’d been so excited, so full of adrenaline that she had nearly forgotten how exhausted she was. How empty her stomach was. Now that he brought it to her attention, however, she felt as if she was going to fall over, hitting her like a rolling troll. “I don’t feel fine,” she said sheepishly.
“I’d imagine not,” Gervas muttered before shaking his head. “If we could partake of your hospitality?” he asked the woman, glancing over to her. “Yvette has a habit of pushing herself far past where she should. Especially when she’s excited.”
Durandet lit up, her grin growing wide. “Wonderful! Of course, please! We will show you the hospitality of the chiogn!” she said proudly. “I will have the tengan prepare rooms for you, as well. But before then, a feast. You must join me and the Guardians of Hsgrogn.”
Yvette blinked a few times and stared at her. “The… what? Your people are the chiogn, right? So what is the tenogn? What are the Guardians of… err...”
“Ahhhh. Of course. My apologies. I should have explained that before. We are the chiogn, the children of Hsgrogn.” She then motioned towards the smaller creatures by her. “They are the tenogn. The tenders of Hsgrogn.” Durandet gave a wide grin, a hand moving up to where her heart was, pride in her eyes. “And the Guardians of Hsgrogn are, of course, his guardians. Those who offer the tributes of first fruit in our name to the Great King and fight in his name, should any desire to defile our home. Those twelve chosen by his flame who, should he desire, shall ride upon the Great King to slay any who incur his wrath.”
“They aren’t… weren’t humans?” Yvette asked softly. “I thought all of you were zmaj.”
“We all are, but we came from different places. The Guardians of Hsgrogn, of course, may come from the chiogn or the tenogn, though most are the former. The tenogn, however, were animals, often lizards, that have been bathed in the flames. They are altered by this, in much the same way we have been. They are as intelligent as you or I, though they cannot speak in your tongue, only in the language of dragons,” she said before turning and motioning for the pair to follow. “They are our companions. Fierce, but delightful. Yet another wonderful gift from our master.”
“So they’re like dragon pets?” Yvette asked.
The woman stopped, as did the tenogn. The small creatures let out a low hiss, different from their hissing laughter and causing a chill to go down her spine. “They are not pets,” Durandet said, her tone for the first time shifting from gentle and soft to far harsher. Yvette moved behind Gervas, suddenly all too aware of how intimidating the woman could be when she desired to. That air of quiet excitement seeming to melt away, to reveal the threatening creature behind it. “They are intelligent creatures, the same as you or I. While their origins are different, they are our companions. They are not our slaves or our pets. You’d best remember that, visitor. The Great King is gracious to those who travel to his lands. But those who decide to offend his lordship are not forgiven lightly,” she said, her tone harsh and merciless.
Yvette gulped and gave a nervous nod, a chill going down her back. “Yes ma’am, sorry ma’am. I didn’t mean to offend. I just thought… I’m sorry.”
Durandet stared at her with that intense, piercing gaze for a few more moments before it softened. She then turned back around. Fortunately, the tenogn stopped hissing as well, moving along with her. She made a series of growls and hisses and then two of the smaller creatures raced off ahead on all fours. “I understand. We all make mistakes, child. Just please, be more careful of what you say. They are a gift from our lord. To treat them as mere animals, as pets, would be a grave insult. You are our guest and will be treated kindly. But do remember you are guests here. Do not waste our kindness.”
“I’m really, really sorry,” Yvette said quickly. “I didn’t realize. I swear I didn’t mean any offense by it.”
“Then it will be forgiven. Now. A room for you to rest is being prepared. However, I must insist you join us for the sunset’s banquet, as your timing is perfect. We will prepare a true feast for you tomorrow. After you have taken some time to rest for your journey.” Durandet gave a soft, sad sigh and shook her head. “Then, I suppose, we can discuss the trial. Though I do wish you would enjoy your time here, more. Still, all who desire the trial can and must be permitted to try.”
Yvette nodded, taking a slow, small breath. Food and rest sounded absolutely divine. A few days to learn more about this trial sounded even better.
 
Chapter 15
 
 
 
Yvette collapsed onto a pile of furs and blankets that made up their temporary bed. The room itself was simple, one of the small buildings that looked like miniature mountains. Internally it was almost completely hollow, the ground and walls made of stone. However, its base was far wider than the pointed tip, which was so high that she couldn’t have touched it even if she had stood on Gervas’ shoulders. The only thing the room had was the makeshift bed.
Unfortunately, her stomach was nowhere near as hollow. “I ate too much,” she mumbled, giving a soft groan.
“You haven’t really eaten in three days,” Gervas said with a shake of his head. “I told you to pace yourself.”
“It was so goooood,” she said, giving a soft whine. Her stomach felt as if it was going to explode. It had felt so long since she’d had a full meal, she couldn’t stop herself, she was so sure she’d be fine. Now she never wanted to see another bowl of fruit as long as she lived. Or those delicious slices of meat that seemed to melt in her mouth, covered in some kind of sweet and savory spice. Or drink any more of that-- the thought of the meal made her let out another loud moan. “Am I going to die?”
“Unlikely,” Gervas said before giving a soft sigh. “Though, if you did, I’d have to find a way to drag you back. I did not come all the way here for you to just die by overeating,” he said before walking over and sitting besides her, his weight making the bedding shift and making her groan. He then reached out and poked her stomach. “You really should learn some self control. You only just got better.”
She gave another soft whimper. “I think after this, I will. It hurts,” she whined, shaking her head.
“Don’t you have a spell for this? Some kind of quick digestion spell?” he asked, his voice tinged with amusement before he poked her belly again.
“Stop it,” Yvette muttered, shaking her head. “No. I don’t. I mean, I’m sure someone does. But I’ve never been taught it. I don’t know what it would even fall under. Shifting? Ohhhhh. Maybe I can turn into something bigger. With a larger stomach. Maybe-- h-hey!” she said, turning red when he grabbed her by the shoulders and dragged her into a sitting position. “Why?”
“Because laying down will only make it worse. Sitting or standing will help your digestion,” he said. “I’ve seen it before. If you really want to help it, going for a quick walk will be useful.”
She nodded and then leaned back, resting against his shoulder. “Maybe in a little bit. Will you walk with me?” she asked.
“Of course,” he said.
“Can I ask you a question?”
“You’ve never really waited for permission before.”
Her cheeks burned red again. “I have,” she muttered, though she wasn’t sure she had. “But can I?”
“Of course.”
“Ursula could smell that I was a… that I wasn’t a normal girl. Why aren’t any of them saying anything?” she asked. She played over the prior meal in her head over and over, though she had been so focused on the food she had barely noticed. The table had been filled with zmaj, nearly two dozen of them. Some of them were apparently Guardians of Hsgrogan. She’d gotten a few wary looks, but most seemed almost as excited as Durandet. Except one. She wasn’t sure if it was her imagination,  but she swore one of them just kept staring at her through the meal.
But other than that, they’d been incredibly polite and gentle. They’d asked a few questions about the world outside of the isle, but sadly there was little they could share. Still, they did seem happy with the little news they could give. That there was still a world out there, beyond their isolated island. Fortunately, once the meal was complete, the two had been ushered to this small stone home to rest.
“I doubt they could tell,” he said with a shrug.
“But Ursula could, why couldn’t--”
“Ursula has also spent her entire life around normal humans. She’s had a lot of time to learn our scents, to learn what makes us different from each other. For most of these ones, we’re likely the first humans they’ve ever seen. Let alone smelled.”
She gave a small nod before slowly reaching a hand up to her cheek. “Oh. I guess… do I look… right?” she asked. “A few of them were staring at me, weren’t they?”
“Staring at us,” Gervas corrected before his hand reached up and gently rubbed her head. “The first humans in who knows how long, Yvette. Again, most of them haven’t even seen anyone like us. It’s possible that some of them WERE like us before coming here, if unlikely. Of course we’re going to draw a bit of attention. No one is staring at you because they think you’re a boy.”
“But what if--”
“They don’t. You’re just a young girl. A mage as well. But you’re human, I’m human. We’re the strange ones.” He pulled his hand back and then got to his feet. He reached out a hand to steady her, stopping her from falling back once her support was gone. Then, with a powerful pull, he hefted her to her feet. “Besides, you look nothing like a boy.”
“Urgh,” she mumbled, shaking her head and trying to shake away the sudden feeling of dizziness. She leaned on him, though she did feel a little calmer. Maybe he was right and she was just paranoid. They weren’t familiar with normal humans, how could they tell she was anything but a young woman? After all, she struggled to tell with them sometimes. While some of them had forms she could easily identify as male or female, others looked so strange and reptilian she couldn’t have guessed one way or the other. She supposed not everyone who stared at her had to know what she was. “You didn’t need to do that. Why?” she asked.
“We’re going for a walk. It’ll help.”
“I don’t wanna move.”
“Too bad.”
“You’re supposed to protect me,” she said with an accusing glare.
“Protecting you and letting you do what you want are two entirely different things,” he said firmly. “My job includes protecting you from yourself if need be.” He reached up and gently rubbed the corner of her eye.
Her cheeks burned a little redder and she stared up at him. “W-why did you do that?”
“Just making sure you weren’t going to start crying again. Come on,” he said before gripping his hand in hers. Slowly, he led her outside of the abode and back into the city.
Outside their small temporary home a large chiogn was standing guard. His scales were a light golden color, seeming to glimmer in light created by the torches lining the street. Unlike the others they had seen, he was wearing a thick layer of chainmail over his body, with a sword strapped across his back that was nearly as big as her. Yvette cringed and quickly moved behind Gervas who she felt tense up. “Who are you?” he asked, his voice wary.
The creature looked down at them and then bowed his head politely. “Hello,” he said, his voice gruff and hard, making her ears hurt a little bit. “I’m your guard for the night. I am--”
“Why do we need a guard?” Gervas asked.
The man stood up straight, looking down at them with a look that Yvette swore was amusement. “Because how else will you sleep if you’re getting poked and prodded half the night?”
“What?” Yvette asked, her hand tightening around Gervas’ and she felt her anxiety rising. She wished she’d asked him to bring his spear now.
“Chosen Durandet asked me to ensure that none of the children came and bothered you while you slept. You’re new here, that makes you interesting. More than a few have already expressed a desire to meet with you.” The man then frowned and she couldn’t help but notice the way his face shifted to annoyance. “A few of the older children, as well. Those who should know better. She wishes for you to be able to rest and recover from your journey before overwhelming you with visitors.”
Gervas nodded, his grip loosening slightly. “I see. We’re going for a short walk, to help the meal settle. Is that allowed?”
“Of course,” he said, a grin forming on his mouth once more. The sharp teeth behind the smile made her feel uneasy, but she pushed those thoughts away. “The way your mage friend was eating, I’m surprised she even can walk anymore.”
Yvette’s cheeks turned scarlet and she lowered her head, quickly moving her face behind Gervas. “I-I was very hungry. I’m sorry. I-I wasn’t that bad, was I?” She felt a ball of dread forming in her stomach. “I made a terrible impression, didn’t I?” she asked.
“What? Oh, no, I’m sorry,” the man said, his voice filled with remorse. She peered out from behind her guardian and could see the creature had averted his eyes, his smile gone and his shoulders slumped slightly. She could barely believe how much less scary it could make him seem. “I was merely jesting, child.”
“I’m a full mage. NOT a child,” she said indignantly, glaring back at him.
“Of course you aren’t,” he said, straightening slightly and an amused, if friendly, smile returning on his mouth. “Enjoy your walk.”
Gervas gave a quick nod before turning and pulling her away by her hand.
“I’m an adult,” Yvette muttered, her cheeks burning.
“He’s zmaj. To him, you probably are a child,” Gervas said and, to her annoyance, she could see the amused grin forming on his face, far too similar to the one the zmaj had worn.
“He didn’t call you a child,” she said quickly.
“It’s an experience thing,” he said before glancing back. “Besides, I wouldn’t worry about it. After all, you’re right. You are a full mage.”
Her chest swelled with pride. “Right! I--”
“Most mages never really mature past being a ‘child’,” he added. “Can’t even have a full meal without getting a tummy ache.”
Yvette blinked a few times before giving a small scowl. Most annoying of all, her stomach was feeling a lot better now that they were walking, proving his earlier fix correct. She pulled her hand free from his. “You know, if it’s based on how we act, I don’t think you’d qualify past child either.”
“Oh? And why is that?” he asked, that grin on his face only getting wider.
“Children are always paranoid something is out to get them. The big monster under the bed, or hiding in the trees, or--”
The smile on his lips melted into a frown before he cut her off. “It’s not paranoia if it’s true.”
“Oh, of course,” she said with a roll of her eyes. “Every noble wants us dead. Every rustle in the bushes is probably a fay planning to lead us to our doom. Every mage a threat. You’re always paranoid. I bet right now you’re, hmmm...” She glanced around while they walked through the small streets. To her surprise, they seemed almost empty. Occasionally she’d see a few of the tenogn racing in between the structures and, in one case, climbing up one of the walls in order to leap out of sight towards a larger one. Small torches lit the streets on raised poles, but they were few and far between, causing thick shadows all over. However, the dim light allowed her to see the beautiful stars high in the sky, glimmering like little jewels, with the moon being the largest. “Measuring the chances any of them would ambush us. Wondering how many of them you could beat if they did.” She glanced towards his sword. “How many weapons are you still wearing? How many are you always wearing? You haven’t even taken off your armor.”
His eyes only narrowed while they spoke. “Have you noticed how many people are staring at us? How many--”
“It’s like you said. We’re new,” Yvette cut him off. “None of them have made any move to hurt us though, have they? Or do anything to make us uncomfortable or unsafe. We’re human, they’re… well, they’re not, anymore. More than that, we’re outnumbered. If they were going to do anything, they just would. We--”
She was cut off when he suddenly reached out and grabbed her hand, pulling her close and putting a hand over her mouth. He then motioned into the shadows between two of the structures.
She narrowed her eyes and, after a few moments, she realized there was a figure watching them. Just like the rest of the chiogn, this creature was far taller and wider than either of them. Even in the shadows she could tell they were at least as tall as Ursula had been, while only a little wider. Their eyes glimmered like small, red jewels in the flickering light.
He was staring at her, not them. Her. Her heart began to beat faster and she stared up at Gervas.
Gervas’ eyes were locked on the figure, though his hand slowly moved away from her mouth. “What do you want?”
The figure slowly moved out from the shadows of the homes, stepping into the light. His scales were a very light green, much like the tenogn they’d seen in the woods. She recognized him from their dinner, though. He’d been one of the ones staring at her. Now, more than ever, she was certain that he had been watching HER, not them. His eyes didn’t move from her in the slightest.
But he didn’t look angry or wary. Instead he looked saddened. Almost longing. More than ever, she could see that piece of ‘human’ inside of him, that he had been changed from. Despite the reptilian features, the powerful scales and the hulking frame she felt a desire to step forward and give the figure a hug and tell him it would be okay. The look he was giving her made her heart ache.
Gervas, however, seemed far less interested in such things. He stood between the two, his other hand moving to the hilt of his sword. “What do you want? Were you following us?” he asked, his voice low and cold.
“No. I mean, yes. But not. I...” the figure said, his voice awkward, tripping over every word. “I wished to see you. Mage. I wanted to ask. You, I mean.”
Yvette glanced back to Gervas, before slowly giving his hand a tug. When he looked back to her, she shook her head. As massive as the creature was, there was something incredibly human about him. Even worse, there was definitely fear in the way he spoke. “I don’t think he wants to hurt us. We can talk to him, okay?” she said with a small smile. “I can talk to him.”
“Yvette, don’t--”
“I’ll be fine,” she said with a small grin. She then motioned to the bracer on her arm. “See? I’m still a mage. I’ll be safe. Promise.”
He gave a small, soft sigh before nodding. He let her hand go and she slowly walked forward. “Right. My name is Yvette. What’s your name?”
The chiogn stared at her for a long, long moment before slowly he spoke up again. “My name is Osiron. I was at the feast as--”
“One of the Guardians of Hs… Hissgrog… err...”
“Guardians of Hsgrogan.”
“Right, yes. I remember you. You kept staring at me, didn’t you?” Yvette asked. Once he nodded, she swallowed nervously before speaking again. “I see. Have we done anything to endanger the isle?”
He shook his head. The closer she got, the more nervous he seemed, the more flustered. Afraid. His arms were large enough he could have likely picked her up and snapped her in one hand, yet he looked terrified as if he thought she might do it to him.
Finally she stood directly in front of him and she could tell he was softly trembling. Still, she took a small, deep breath and reached out to take his hand. Even taking his hand firmly in both of hers, she struggled to lift it up. She gave him a small, comforting smile. “Okay, Osiron. A pleasure. Please, if there is something I can do for you, tell me. You have all been so friendly since we’ve arrived, I’d be happy to help in any way I can.”
Osiron stared down at her, before shaking his head. He pulled his hand out of her grasp with ease. “Please, forget this happened. It was a silly thought.” He turned his back to her and started to walk away.
Yvette frowned, staring at his back for a moment. “Wait!” she called out.
He shook his head and stepped back between the structures again.
She gave a sigh and took off after him. There was absolutely no way she was going to ignore that. Whoever he was, if he looked that upset, then there had to be something he needed from her. Something she could do for him. She heard Gervas order her to stop, but she ignored it. She reached out and grabbed Osiron’s hand, giving it a firm tug. “Wait!”
The massive creature stopped after a moment, dragging her forward a few inches. However, once he stopped he glanced back at her. “I’m sorry. This was foolish of me to--”
“It’s not foolish. If you need my help, then just say so,” she said firmly. “I’m a mage. This kind of thing is what I do. If you need a mage, then--”
“I don’t need a mage,” he said, his voice going low and sharp. “We have mages. Please. I do not desire to offend you.”
“You won’t offend me. Just tell me. What is it you need?” She tugged on the hand, trying to pull him back out of the darkness.
Osiron stared back at her for a few moments before relenting, letting her pull him back into the light. He then looked up and down the street before turning back to her. He took a long, deep breath, before lifting his hand free of her grasp. “I do not mean to offend, truly. You are a guest. But… I must ask. Please.”
Yvette nodded, smiling up at him. She couldn’t imagine what a zmaj would ever need from her, aside from magic, but she refused to leave someone suffering like that.
He stared at her intently before, with a nervous gulp, he once more spoke up. “Are… you a boy?”
 
Chapter 16
 
 
 
Yvette froze, her eyes widening at the question. After a moment she pulled back from him, the words cutting through her like a knife. Her breathing got faster, her feet dug into the ground, an all too familiar storm of emotions forming inside her. She clenched her fists so tight her fingers dug into her palm. She couldn’t believe she’d felt pity for him. How could he use it just to hurt her?
Gervas moved up to stand between them, his hand now firmly gripping his sword.
“I’m a girl,” Yvette said, struggling to keep the anger and hurt out of her voice. “Why would you even think I am a boy?”
Osiron pulled back and shook his head. “My… my apologies. I merely… I thought...”
“You thought what?” Yvette asked, digging her nails into her palms even harder.
“I thought… maybe… you were pretending to be a girl and--”
She couldn’t contain it anymore. Yvette pushed past Gervas and reached out with both her hands and shoved Osiron with all her might. It was like trying to push a wall, he barely moved at all and even then she suspected it was more so she didn’t get hurt, than her actually moving him. She didn’t care, though. “I’m not a boy. I’ll never be a boy. I don’t care what you or anyone else says,” she whispered, barely able to keep the fury out of her voice when she felt that storm growing inside her, fresh tears starting to form in the corner of her eyes. How could he say this? Everyone else here seemed happy to accept that she was a girl, who was he to think otherwise? Why did it always have to end up like this? She felt fear starting to swell in her heart. What if he told everyone? How would they react?
“It’s not because, I just, I thought… I want to know why,” he said, backing away, his head low. “I’m not calling you a… I just want to know… why? Or how? Or… I...”
Yvette found that storm being pushed back by confusion. Why? How? She’d expected more harshness, someone telling her she was wrong. But the confusion and shame on the zmaj’s face was not what she was used to. She reached out and took Gervas’ hand, pulling him a little closer. There was something off about his words, the way he looked at her. “What do you mean, why? Because I’m a girl. Why else would I be a girl?”
“Then… I’m right? Am I? Are you not a...”
Yvette gave Gervas a confused look, which he matched. Finally, she took a deep breath and shook her head. “No. I’m not a… normal girl,” she said firmly. “I’m… I was born with the wrong… body. So. No. But I am a girl. Why? Are you going to tell anyone?”
“No. I...” He closed his eyes and sighed. “Why?” he finally asked. “How do you… why are you… why be a...” The creature clenched his fists and then shook his head. Yvette’s eyes widened when a new, strange thought came to her mind. It wasn’t possible. He couldn’t. “I’m sorry to have bothered you. I don’t--”
“Do you feel that way?” Yvette asked, her heart beginning to pound faster.
He cringed and stood up straighter, taking a further step back from her words than from her shove. “Of course not. I--”
“Is that why you want to know?” Yvette asked again. “Are you… not sure how you… I’m sorry. That probably sounds...”
Gervas sighed and shook his head. He reached out, patting her head. “Yvette, stop. You’re unique. Special. Don’t push him like this. He’s not going to--”
“Sometimes. I think,” Osiron said, cutting him off. “I think. I don’t know. I tried not to think about it. I have thought about it. Before. But I’ve never really...” He trailed off, shuffling slightly when he spoke. “I saw you. I thought… sorry.”
Yvette’s eyes lit up and she slowly reached out to take his hand once more. She wondered if it would be her hand, now? Either way, Yvette felt a giddy excitement flowing through her. “You do?” she asked, struggling to keep the excitement from filling her voice. “I mean, that you… you really feel that way, too?”
“I did. I think,” he said, pulling his hand back and staring down at her. “I just… I saw you and I… I had all those thoughts come back when I watched you. I just… I mean, I don’t feel that way now. But I did. I wanted to ask how--”
“Do you want to be a girl?” Yvette asked.
“I don’t--”
“I don’t mean in a ‘what you want’ sense. I mean, do you actually want to be a girl? Right now? Well, not right now. But… soon. Maybe. I think I could do it.”
Osiron stared at her, confusion and just a hint of fear showing on his reptilian features. “I’m sorry. I don’t understand.”
Yvette sighed. “I’m a mage. More importantly, my specialization is transfiguration. Namely, transforming one thing into another thing. Turning into a bear, a cat, a horse--”
“A moose,” Gervas said with a light sigh.
“Reindeer!” Yvette snapped at him, glaring at her bodyguard before turning back to the zmaj with a smile. “Or… a girl.”
“You can do that?” Osiron asked. Yvette could see the way his eyes lit up, the excitement. More importantly, that desire that burned so firmly in her own heart. As well as that fear.
“I can. Well, it won’t be permanent,” Yvette said quickly. “At least, not yet. I’m working on that. I’ve never actually changed the gender of another person, but I can. I think. If you want. If you want to see how it feels.”
Osiron stared at her for a few terrifying moments. Finally, he glanced left and right, before nodding. “If… you can. If it wouldn’t cause you any harm or--”
“It won’t. I swear it won’t,” she said quickly. “It might take a bit of practice, but--”
“But no one else can know,” Osiron said quickly. “And it doesn’t mean I want to. I am just curious, that’s all.”
“Of course. Just curious!” Yvette said, her heart pounding. What if this person was like her? She remembered all of those fears, those worries. She’d never seen anyone else who had those doubts, who had wished they could have been born a woman. Who would have given anything to just feel right in their own body. How could she run into someone here? It seemed almost impossible. But it also felt so exciting. She felt giddy. Terrible for this person. But also it felt incredible to not feel alone. “So, ummm, did you want to come back to where we’re staying? Or did you want to do it here? And did you have a different name you wanted to go by? Is there a girl name for--”
Osiron shook his head. “No. I’m Osiron! And I’m not like you. I’m just curious. That’s all. I want to know. I’m still a man. I just am curious. I want to...” He gave a soft sigh. “Just come with me. Please.” He then turned and started walking through the street once more.
Yvette nodded, following after him and motioning for Gervas to follow her. He moved besides her, glancing down. “Yvette...” he whispered. He motioned around with his hand.
“What? Isn’t this exciting?” she asked. “It’ll be fine.” Though, she couldn’t help but notice that when they went to follow the zmaj, that they were being watched. Some had poked their heads out from their homes, others were in the shadows, possibly drawn by their discussion. None of them seemed intent on interfering, but the looks were fairly obvious. Untrusting, unsure. She made a mental note to remember that they were guests here. She really hoped they hadn’t seen her shove Osiron. She nervously gave a small wave and, fortunately, some waved back.
“How is this exciting? I don’t think… I don’t know. But they’re not like you. We’re drawing attention, too.”
She shrugged. “Maybe? Maybe not? Who knows? Us, once we’re done. It’ll be easy. If they’re nothing like me, I’ll end the spell. But if they’re like me, at least they’ll know. That’s something, right?”
“Can you even do this?” he asked.
“Yes. Maybe. I think so. Listen, it can’t be that hard. I’ve transformed things before. Lots of things. A person can’t be much harder,” she said firmly. “I’ve transformed people before, too. And this isn’t even into another thing, they’ll still be a zmaj.”
“Are you sure you even can shift a zmaj?” Gervas asked.
“I don’t know. Probably? Either way, I’ll figure it out. How hard could it be?” she asked.
 
------ 
 
Yvette stared around the small home in confusion. She thought back to her own room, back in her master’s tower. She’d done everything she could to make it as feminine as possible. She’d often used a bit of magic to recolor things whatever the current ‘seasonal’ color was, would decorate with little pieces of jewelry or trinkets she’d managed to acquire. She’d even left more than a few of her dresses out. When someone came into her room, she’d always wanted them to see the room as being a ‘girl’s room’.
This room could have easily been Gervas’. Like the structure the two were designated, this home was shaped like a small, hollow mountain made of stone. While not very big, it was far fuller. On the right sight of the room, a large bed of skins and furs rested, much like their own except larger. She couldn’t help but notice that it was almost like a pile of hunting trophies. There were wooden shelves on the left side of the home, filled with assorted, folded garments. Thick leather armor with metal plates lining it hung on top of a wooden pole besides the shelves. Aside from an instrument, four connected drums of different sizes, there didn’t seem to be much in the room of a more personal nature.
“You live here?” she asked softly.
“Indeed. Why?”
“I mean… are all the homes like this?” she asked, eyeing the bed once more.“It’s… interesting.”
“What?” he asked, eyeing her. “It’s comfortable.”
“I mean, how do you… err...”
“What?” he asked once more, the frustration growing in his voice, his eyes narrowing slightly.
“Prepare meals? If you--”
“We have communal meals,” he said, relaxing slightly. “Space is limited. It is far more efficient to have all meals prepared in one place, by those who prefer such preparations. Who are chosen by the flames.”
She nodded, looking around again. She couldn’t deny that it was likely more efficient. But then, these houses didn’t seem to be very efficient. “Are all homes like this? I mean, I know they are, but… err...”
“What?” Osiron asked again, giving a soft, low growl.
“You’re just… what about personal items?” she asked again.
“I have plenty,” he said, before motioning to a large sword nearly the size of her.
“That’s a weapon,” she said.
“I like weapons,” Osiron said, the annoyance shifting to anger. “Why?”
“It’s just not very...” Yvette trailed off and shook her head. “I’m sorry. I’m really, really sorry. I just let my mind wander,” she said quickly before stepping forward. She reached up her left hand to touch the bracer, small dots forming all along it. “Here. May I see your hand?” she asked.
Osiron nodded and put his hand into hers.
Yvette closed her eyes and focused her magic, taking a slow, deep breath. In theory, she knew this was easy. Changing another person wasn’t that much more difficult than changing herself. So long as the other person didn’t resist, at least.
In theory.
In actuality, however, it was more difficult because of one simple problem. She couldn’t FEEL what was happening to the other person. Her magic moved out, mixing with the zmaj’s magic. It flowed through the other, mixing and swirling with ease. Osiron didn’t resist. In fact, he kept his eyes closed.
It still felt odd, though. There was magic in Osiron, but nothing like hers. She had grown and shaped her magic over the last decade or so. While she had been decently talented, much of her power came from building it up and using it over the years. The magic in Osiron was so much different from the magic she knew, it was so much weaker and thinner. Fortunately, minor alterations like this weren’t too difficult.
An advantage of transfiguration was that so much of it was already ‘known’ by the spell. Or maybe the magic itself knew? She wasn’t entirely sure. But while she didn’t know all of the details and minor facets of how different animals or species worked, the magic could, usually, figure out what it was supposed to be. There had been so many theories as to what caused this. Her preferred theory was that there were so many ‘true forms’ of different creatures out there, a base form. That when a person didn’t try to form something specific, it would just flow into that form, applying the form over their true form. While it would fade with time, depending on how difficult the form was to take and maintain, it made the spell far easier. So long as you had the required components, a strong image of what you wanted in mind and the talent to ensure it didn’t all go wild or try to shift to a different form.
Granted, the spell itself had a number of other issues. For one, tapping into these other forms required years of study. Then there was the issue of accidentally ‘forcing’ the form to work a certain way, or not go fully. There were so many horror stories that she had grown up hearing about young mages who accidentally ended up turning themselves into monstrous abominations, half cow, half chicken, or missing body parts, other body parts not coming in right. While she’d never heard any stories of it happening recently, there were fables about mages who even died by adopting a form they couldn’t take and live.
Horror stories like that were yet another reason that altering one’s true form was considered so horrifying. To turn someone into something that could not be undone was beyond compare to the mind’s of many.
Fortunately, however, changing a gender was far easier. It was such a minor alteration, one that involved more nudging the body in the correct manner, shifting and changing it slightly. A spell she had done countless times over the years to herself, doing it to another was almost simple. Her magic flowed through Osiron, guiding his own magic around and nudging and prodding at the form. Once altered, her own magic locked Osiron’s magic into place, using it like magical locks supporting this new form. They’d revert within a short time, but until they did, Osiron would be different.
Once she was finished, Yvette took a step back and looked up at the new zmaj before her. Osiron didn’t look very different, though. More shocked. Smaller, but only a little. With slightly softer looking scales. A bit more curvy.
She would have felt proud, normally. However, she couldn’t take her eyes of Osiron’s face.
Osiron was staring at her claws, her eyes wide. Tears formed in those eyes, slowly flowing down her scaled face. Finally, she gently spoke up. “G-get out.”
“What?” Yvette asked.
“Get out. Get out!” Osiron said, nearly yelling. Nearly.
Except her voice had come out as so soft, the anger only a small hint of what was happening.
Yvette had experienced this enough times to know that feeling. To remember all the times she had only allowed herself to feel angry. When she felt that anger like a small film over a massive bubble of sadness. The way it felt as if it was growing larger and larger, spreading the anger more and more. Knowing that if she didn’t get away soon, if she didn’t drive people off, she’d entirely break down and start crying. That desperate need to just hide how hurt and upset she really was. “Osiron...” she whispered.
“Yvette,” Gervas said, gripping her hand. “It’s time for us to go. He’s--”
“No,” she whispered, moving forward. She pulled her hand from his and instead reached out, placing a hand on Osiron’s shoulder. “It’s okay. It’s going to be okay.”
“Go… away,” Osiron whispered, her body shaking. The words were gruff, but slightly softer. But so incredibly weak. “Please.”
“No. I don’t think you should be alone right now. Please. Tell me. What’s...” Yvette trailed off and looked at the other woman. Then her eyes widened and she felt tears form in the corner of her own eyes. “Oh by the stars. I’m so, so sorry,” she whispered, before stepping forward and hugging the other woman around the neck as tightly as she could.
“Yvette?” Gervas asked. “Err, Osiron?”
“Not now,” she said, holding the zmaj tightly. “We’ll talk later. Oh Osiron, I’m so, so sorry. I didn’t think about this. It didn’t even occur to me.”
Yvette felt like a fool. She remembered when she’d first turned into a woman. That feeling of everything being right. The moment she’d felt that strange sensation of wrongness disappear. For a few moments she’d been so happy, so blindingly happy. She’d nearly jumped up and ran around.
It hadn’t been until after her lessons that the true horror of her situation, of her problem, had struck home.
She was a girl trapped in the body of a boy. Up until that point she had been able to ignore it. To push it aside. To pretend that it wasn’t right. She’d been able to make excuses. Been able to tell herself that it wasn’t true. That she was just a boy who was a bit odd. Every boy had thoughts like that. Every boy wondered what it was like to be a girl, to move like a girl, to dress like a girl. She’d been able to convince herself that she was just having weird feelings and that they didn’t really matter.
She’d been able to convince herself that, once she turned into a girl, she’d realize it wasn’t right. That it was just a weird feeling. That she WAS a boy. She’d managed to tell herself that lie, again and again.
She hadn’t expected that being a girl would be so right. She hadn’t expected it to feel as if, for once, everything just made sense. She hadn’t expected all of that pain and suffering to just vanish.
As hard as she tried after that, she couldn’t undo what she had done. The pain she had lived her life so long with had finally been acknowledged. Once she finally knew what it was like to not feel it, to not suffer through it, how could she go back to that pain? How could she endure it when she knew what it was like to just be normal?
She’d challenged her fears, forced herself to face the true gravity of what she was, what she felt. Then found it all to be true. There was no way for her to go back to what she had been.
She’d been so certain that once she tried it, she’d know it wasn’t what she wanted. But now that she knew the cure, there was no way she could ever go back. She was finally able to feel happy. To be happy. She knew what she needed to stop suffering, to make her life better.
In the end, she’d had no choice but to go forward, to make plans. To pursue what she needed to be. Because, if she didn’t, there was nothing else she could do. That pain would only grow and grow until she completely gave into despair.
It had been worth it, in the end. Even with all the costs and pain she had to go through, being herself was worth it. Even becoming a fallen mage was worth it, if she could be herself. But in those moments, when everything came crashing down on her, when she finally understood what she was, when she finally saw that the only way to truly be herself, to get rid of that pain, was to give up so, so much, she’d nearly broken entirely. Even if she had recovered, it had taken so long to do. And that was only when she knew that fixing herself was possible.
“I know how you feel right now,” she whispered.
“I’m not a… I’m not...”
“I know. I know,” Yvette whispered. “Trust me, I know. I’ve been here. Oh by the stars I’ve been here. I’m so sorry. I didn’t even… I should have warned you.”
“I don’t… I can’t...”
“I know. I know. It feels… right… doesn’t it?”
“It’s not… It’s not...”
“You hoped it would go away if you just tried it, didn’t you?” Yvette whispered, holding the other woman so tight that Osiron’s scales dug lightly into her skin. “That if you tried it, you’d know what it was like and then you’d know it wasn’t right...”
“Go away… I’m… I’m not a… I’m not...”
“I’m not a girl, right?” Yvette asked. “Trust me. I know those words. ‘I’m not a girl, I am a boy.’ I used to tell myself those so many times. But it feels so… right, doesn’t it?”
“Why did I… why…?”
“It’s okay, it’s okay. It’s going to be okay.”
“Fix this. Undo it. You had to do something else. What did you do? Please!” Osiron pleaded, her voice breaking while the tears only flowed harder.
Yvette felt nothing but pity for the other woman. Even like this, Osiron was many times stronger and more powerful than her, yet now the scaled woman looked so helpless and beaten that she doubted Osiron could have crushed a small fruit, let alone her. “I’m sorry. All I did was make you… this. I’m sorry… I can’t… take those feelings away.”
“Please… Please...” Osiron pleaded.
“I’m so sorry,” Yvette whispered again, her arms tightening around the woman. She didn’t know what she could say to make this better, to make it hurt less. So for the moment she held on and just comforted her as best she could, the only way she could. Eventually, she felt Osiron’s form shift once more, growing slightly larger, the scales a little rougher.
She then felt the zmaj’s hands reach up, gripping her arms and pulling them off. She pushed the mage away, slightly, before staring up at her. “It… will it… fade? How do I fix this?” she asked. “How do I make it go away?”
Yvette stared at her. She then glanced down at her bracer. “It’s not easy. It’s...” She turned towards Gervas. She then sighed again. “Come with us.”
“What?”
“Come with us. I’m a mage. I can… I can fix this. For a bit. It doesn’t last long, but it--”
“No,” Osiron growled, her voice low and angry.
“Please, listen,” Yvette said quickly. “There’s a spell, I am learning it. It can transform me, permanently. And it can do the same for you. It--”
“No!” Osiron said before getting to her feet. “I… want this feeling to go away. I want to be correct. I--”
“I can make you correct, it’ll take time, just--”
“Then what?” Osiron asked, her voice filled with rage. She reached out, gripping Yvette’s arm, the claws wrapping around it so tightly she thought it might snap. “Listen, mage. I am not you. Were I to… leave, were it possible to leave, if I were to come back as such a thing, do you believe I would have a home here?”
“Does it matter?” Yvette asked. “Who cares if people won’t accept it? You don’t know until--”
“I am a Guardian of Hsgrogan. I will not forsake what I am, in order to satisfy some strange feeling.”
“But--”
“Out!” Osiron yelled this time before nearly throwing her into Gervas.
Her guardian caught her with ease, though he stepped back half a step. He looked up at the scaled woman before shaking his head. “We should go,” he whispered.
“But--” Yvette started.
“OUT!” Osiron yelled, baring his fangs.
Yvette tried to object, but was yanked firmly from the small home, out into the street. Her cheeks burned when she realized that some of the homes had scaled heads peeking out from the entrance ways, watching them. She gave a small, nervous wave.
Gervas quickly took her hand and pulled her away, dragging her away from the street and deeper into the city. Soon, they were away from the peering eyes and he slowed down, allowing her to keep up with him.
Yvette glanced over to him and, to her surprise, he looked nearly as upset as she felt. “You saw that, didn’t you?” she asked.
“Of course I did,” he said softly.
“Then why?”
“Why what?”
“She’s like me. You saw it. You know it. Why? Why isn’t she like...”
“Like what?” he asked.
“Why isn’t she happy? Why isn’t she willing to come? Why isn’t she willing to run away with us? I mean… look at you.”
Gervas paused, stopping for a moment. He then turned towards her. “What about me?”
She stopped and gave his hand a small squeeze, staring up at him. “You’re not even… I mean...”
“Yes?”
“You’re not like me. You’re not like me at all,” she whispered. “Yet you’re here. You’re giving up so much to help me. To help me be right. You’re not like--”
“What am I giving up?” Gervas finally asked.
“Huh?”
“What am I giving up?”
“I mean, you’re… money. You’re not being paid for this.”
“I was paid to protect you. Even if the people who paid me don’t think that you’re worth protecting anymore, I was still paid.”
“But you’ve paid for--”
“And you’ll pay me back.”
She flushed and gave a nod. “Your family--”
“Doesn’t approve of what I’m doing anyway. The ones I do care about wouldn’t object to this. Would probably be proud of me.”
“Your home--”
“I don’t really--”
“Your life,” she said finally. “You’re putting your life on the line for me. Look where we are. You cannot say that this is safe, or smart, or any of that. But you’re here. You’re doing this to help me. I don’t have a choice in the matter, but you do. And you’re here,” Yvette said, her heart pounding even harder while she stared up at him. She felt her cheeks begin to warm while she stared at him. She was so stupid. She felt that urge to kiss him rise up inside her. He was here. When everyone else had abandoned her or left her, when-- Her eyes widened. “Oh...”
Gervas gave a small nod. “When you first realized… could you?”
Yvette stared at him and then shook her head. “No. It took… years. It took years to accept it. To be willing to do it. It took years to realize that I had to do this,” she whispered. “It took years to accept that the consequences could cost me so much...”
“And?” he asked softly.
“I knew when I started that I could lose everything. I knew I would likely lose everyone I ever cared about,” she whispered. She felt him slowly pull her into a tight hug, gently resting her head on his shoulder. “I knew that I might die or… or worse...” she whispered, the tears beginning to flow. “And...”
“And?”
“And I knew… I knew in the end I might not… that I might have to give it all up for nothing. That I might not be able to be me,” she whispered. “I knew that there was always that possibility. That good chance that I’d lose everything and have nothing to show for it.”
“And you kept going, kept fighting?” he whispered.
“I didn’t have a choice. I had to. I couldn’t go back...” she said softly, into his chest. But she understood now. Osiron wasn’t her. Osiron had a life here. More importantly, she wasn’t human. Yvette was asking her to give away her life here. Friends. Family. Everything. To go to a world she didn’t know, to abandon her duties and home. All for a chance to be herself, fully. Permanently. Maybe. But even if she became herself, she’d always be an outsider. She’d never fully be able to find a home if she lost this one. Yvette had years to learn and accept the consequences of what her decision would be. She couldn’t expect someone else to just accept it. To take these risks, these dangers, all for the chance to, maybe, be fixed. Because even if by some miracle they survived, what would Osiron have to come back to?
“Yvette, this is why I help you,” he whispered. “You’re stronger than you know. But not everyone is that strong. I don’t want you to face this alone.”
Yvette nodded. “She’s not me. You’re right. I...” If she was in Osiron’s position, would she have had the strength to go forward on this plan? Would she have had the opportunity? She shuddered and her right hand gripped his belt, squeezing it until her hand hurt and the chain behind it dug into her knuckles. “Do you think there are others like me? Like… but like her? Those who can’t...”
“I don’t know,” he whispered softly. “I really don’t.”
Yvette nodded. As miserable as she’d felt, for so long, it felt so strange to feel lucky. For all she had to endure, for all the pain and despair.  For everything she had to go through. She still had hope. She was still able to take steps towards becoming herself. To gaining her true form. She couldn’t imagine being trapped like this. To not have her magic. To not have a way to fix herself. To not have that glimmer of hope that, one day, she would be herself. To know that something was wrong and not be able to do anything to fix it. She’d given up so much in order to just be herself. But to not even have that option was so horrifying a thought she’d have rather disappeared forever, as if she never existed.
In the end, after all she’d been through. As terrible as it felt sometimes, her life was better now. She felt better. Even if she was in so much more danger. But she had no way to guarantee that it would always be this way for her, nor that it would be that way for anyone else.
“It’s not fair,” she whispered. “I just… want to be myself. Why does it have to be so hard?” she asked, burying her head against his chest, ignoring the chains digging into her face. “If I wasn’t… if I wasn’t a mage, what would happen?”
“I don’t know,” he said softly. “Probably married off.”
“I wouldn’t be able to do this though, would I?” Yvette asked.
“I don’t know. Maybe not. Or maybe you could, just in a different way. I can’t say,” Gervas said.
Yvette nodded, closing her eyes and just leaning into him. Even through the shirt and chain she could still catch his scent. That strong, slightly spicy scent of his that just felt so warm and comforting. She wasn’t supposed to have feelings for him. It didn’t matter how she felt. She finally had someone who cared about her, who supported her. Who protected her.
She couldn’t, wouldn’t, give that up over something so silly. She couldn’t imagine him ever feeling for her the way she was quickly starting to feel for him. Why would he? He knew all of her little secrets and failings. He didn’t like mages.
But he was here for her. Right here, right now. She could be happy with this. She could enjoy this. Her hand lifted up to push on his stomach. His arms tightened around her, just for a moment, before he let them fall from her. “Let’s go back. You need to rest. We have a trial to prepare for, don’t we?” he asked.
“Yes,” she whispered, slowly looking up at him. “Thank you.”
“It’s okay, sometimes--”
“No. For everything. Just thank you for being you.”
Gervas just gave her a smile that made her heart flutter before taking her hand in his and slowly leading her back to their temporary home.
This was enough. This had to be enough. She wouldn’t, couldn’t, lose him after all of this. These feelings would fade, she was sure. They had to.
Chapter 17
 
 
 
“AHHHHHHH!” Yvette screamed when her eyes opened. She pulled the fur over her head, for all the good it would do.
Durandet had come into their temporary home, shoving the cover aside and stomping inside so loud it had awoken Yvette. The zmaj looked ready to murder them, her eyes seeming to almost glow with a red light, even in the dim light that came from the partially opened entrance covering and hole at the top of the structure.
Gervas already had his sword half drawn when he realized who it was, though he didn’t try to resheath it, his eyes locked on the other woman.
Unfortunately, Yvette doubted it would do much good against the large zmaj woman. For one, she was far bigger. While those scales were not as strong as actual metal, judging by the armor she’d seen them wear, they were still far better than the tunic and breeches that Gervas wore to sleep.
Slowly she moved the fur back just enough to see the woman towering over them, though she moved a little lower so she could partially hide behind the small wall of bedding that she and Gervas had formed between them when they slept.
While she’d wanted to believe that the look of murder in the zmaj’s eyes had just been her imagination, it was clear now that it was not. In fact, she somehow managed to look even angrier now that she wasn’t peering at the mage.
“What is it?” Gervas asked, his tone careful. Yvette could see how tense he was, ready to move into action if it was necessary. Though, with the adrenaline pumping through her veins, Yvette didn’t feel very drowsy now either. She looked around for a moment before her eyes fell on her bracer laying beside her. She slowly reached out and grabbed it, beginning to slide her best weapon on.
“How dare you? You--” Durandet’s words were lost when she shifted to speaking in dragon tongue. Her fury seemed to radiate off of her with every word, the language only making it worse.
Worse, small bits of flame were pushing out between the woman’s teeth with every few words. Yvette gave a soft whimper, remembering the stories of zmaj’s who could breathe fire like the dragons they were made by. She’d always suspected that the legends were born of zmaj mages using magic, but now she wasn’t so sure. She tapped her left hand on the bracer, forming the correct dots she would need to put up a barrier spell. She wasn’t confident it could protect them, though.
“I can’t understand you,” Gervas said, struggling to keep his voice calm. “Please. If we have misstepped or offended you in some way, we meant no--”
“Offended?!” Durandet yelled, cutting him off and taking a step back. Her fists opened, revealing the razor edged claws before she took a step forward. Yvette gave a soft whimper and then held out her right hand.
A small, shimmering wall of light formed in front of them. It only lasted for a few moments before disappearing. However, once it had, Gervas had his sword fully drawn.
The zmaj growled, but took a step back yet again. “I welcomed you, humans. But I can see that I was wrong. Gather your belongings and prepare to leave. You are no longer welcome here.”
Yvette stared, her mouth falling open. “W-wait, you’re kicking us out of the city?” she asked. “But--”
“No. Not our city. You will leave our isle,” Durandet said with another furious growl.
Yvette stared at the woman. “But… but we didn’t do anything! What about the trial? You said to meet the drag-- to meet Hiss… Hissgrog… err...”
“Hsgrogan?” Durandet asked, her hands forming fists once more. However, after a moment she gave a frustrated sigh. “You truly believe you are worthy of receiving his glorious blessing now?” She shook her head. “But, very well. All who desire it may go and seek it. However, know this, human. Those who leave the island face the Great King’s wrath in an instant. To face his trials only causes suffering to those who are unworthy. If you long to endure a longer torment for your misdeeds, it is no concern of mine. Gather your things, then prepare to leave.” With those final words, the woman turned and stormed from the shelter.
Yvette stared at the flap over the entrance, her mouth open. Finally, she looked to Gervas. “What happened? Why are they so… mad?”
“I don’t know,” Gervas said softly. “It looks like you’re going to get your wish, though. One way or another.” He slowly got to his feet and grabbed her bag, opening it up and beginning to pull out his own bag from the magical storage, before getting dressed.
Yvette stared at him for a few moments before she moved over to do the same. Cleaning her undergarments and wiping the hair away from her face, she then slid on her journeyman clothing, ensuring her dagger was sheathed and ready to draw if she needed it. “I’m sorry.”
“You don’t need to be sorry.”
“This is my fault,” she said with a shake of her head. “If I hadn’t made you come here, we’d have been fine. Maybe we could have--”
“You couldn’t know this would happen,” Gervas said. He turned and reached out, patting her on the head. “It’s okay. We’re going to be okay, somehow.”
Yvette stared up at him. She couldn’t keep herself from trembling, though. “It is my fault, though. You know it. Why can’t you just say it? Why can’t you just… tell me I’m wrong? That I shouldn’t have brought us here?”
Gervas sighed and got back to his feet and began to don his armor. “Because it’s not.”
“But it is! If I’d just… if I’d demanded we go somewhere else for the scale, it would have been easy. If I had just been patient.” Her eyes lowered. “If I had just been normal. Or been willing to accept being a… if I hadn’t decided I had to go through all of this, if I hadn’t tried to force the spell to--”
“Yvette!” Gervas snapped, jarring her out of her thoughts and making her turn up to him. “Now is not the time.”
“But--”
“I need you to focus. You need to focus. Things are rough now. We have no idea what we’re going to be facing out there. What this ‘trial’ entails.” He started to buckle his belt, ensuring his sword was strapped at his side. “I need you clear headed and able to react to whatever happens.”
“But it’s my fault we--”
“I decided to come here just as much as you did. I could have left at any time. I didn’t. You didn’t force me to come here, I chose to help you.” He lifted his shield up in his left arm, before sliding his helmet on. “The only thing that will be your fault is if you let yourself wallow in self-pity.”
Yvette stared at him, watching while he grabbed his spear in his right hand. He looked so determined, so strong. All she felt was fear, yet he looked as calm as if it was just like any other day. Slowly, she got to her feet and slung her bag over her shoulder. She looked around the room, ensuring anything else they owned was put back into the bag before nodding. “You’re right. I’m sorry. I… thank you.”
“We’re going to be okay, Yvette,” Gervas said, giving her a calming smile. “Whatever happens, we knew we had to face it eventually. So let’s face it head on.”
Yvette nodded, giving him a weak smile. She felt some of the fear draining from her. So long as she had him, she was certain that they could face this, whatever it was, together.
She walked to his side and, together, they walked out of the room.
Her heart almost stopped and she froze. Gervas did, as well.
Six of the zmaj, not including Durandet, were standing outside of the structure. All of them were wearing thick leather armor with plates, like she had seen in Osiron’s home. Their armaments ranged from spears, massive swords and one she saw wearing gauntlets with metal tips on their already sharp claws. She stared at them for a few moments, searching for Osiron, but there was only a single green zmaj amongst them and they were a bit too small. They formed a line of three on either side of the door, surrounding them.
Durandet stood, glaring at them, at the other end of the line. An air of hostility hung in the air, making her more tense than ever. While she could see some of the zmaj poking their heads out from their homes to watch them, most of them seemed to have a fury to match their ruler’s on their face. Durandet didn’t say a word, she merely motioned for the pair to follow them.
Yvette nervously gulped, but started to walk. She wanted desperately to reach out and grab Gervas’ hand, or even just hold onto his belt so she knew they couldn’t be separated. But she knew that would be foolish, possibly even dangerous. “I’m sorry,” she whispered to him again.
“It’s okay,” he whispered back. “It’ll be okay.”
“I’m still sorry.”
Durandet led them, slowly, through the streets. Today was a sharp contrast to the prior. While they had arrived late and the streets hadn’t been filled, there had been at least some.
Now, the streets were empty. She could feel the eyes watching them, though. Sometimes curious, other times angry, peering from their homes. Whatever they had done seemed to have spread through the village like wildfire.
Yvette gave Gervas a nervous, fearful look. “What do you think they’ll do?” she asked him.
“You wish to face the trial, you will be taken to it,” Durandet said with a harsh growl. “Though it is more than you deserve.”
Yvette gave a soft whimper, glancing back to Gervas. His face was calm, so much calmer than she could ever be. She didn’t know how he did it, how he stayed calm in situations like this. He truly was an incredible soldier. She felt that longing to reach out and take his hand once more, but she buried it down. If he could be this brave after the mess she’d caused them, the least she could do was pretend to be just as brave. She looked back to Durandet, clenching her fists tightly. She could face this, whatever it was, with him by her side.
Durandet led them through the city, opposite the way they had initially come. Her eyes widened slightly when she realized what they were heading towards. A massive pit carved into the ground, with walls of stone. The pit was almost perfectly round and so wide the entire city could have been dropped inside it without touching the edges.
Two stone platforms had been built into the sides of the pit, spreading out over the gaping hole. Between them, a stone staircase went down, deeper into the pit. It took her a moment to realize that it hadn’t been carved. It was as if it had been grown or shaped. Just like the walls of the vault had been, where she’d acquired the spell. Whatever made the pit had done it with magic.
She felt her heart beating faster, though she tried to keep her breathing calm and steady when they walked closer. She wondered if they would be thrown into the pit. Was the trial all a lie? Were they going to be thrown to their deaths?
However, when they came closer, Yvette could see deeper into the pit and realized that it didn’t descend into the ground forever. Instead, the bottom of the pit was filled with water. A lake was at the bottom of the pit, the water so dark and murky she couldn’t see anything within. Durandet stopped at the top of the stairs, her eyes gazing down over the water. She was silent for a long moment, before turning to them. “If you wish to face the trials, you will have to take these steps,” she said coldly.
Yvette gulped and slowly her eyes wandered down the steps. They seemed to go on forever, circling the pit three times before, down near the water’s edge, a single massive doorway rested. “That door?” she asked softly.
“Yes. You will not be allowed back. If you try to return, you will be offered as a sacrifice and tossed from the offering platforms.”
Yvette nodded. “And if we make it through?”
Durandet was silent for a long moment before giving a light chuckle. “You will not. But, should you pass the three trials, Lord Hsgrogran may grace you with his presence. Perhaps he will show you mercy for your transgressions. But I would not expect it. If he deems you worthy to return, perhaps he will grant you a boon to prove your value. Otherwise, only death awaits you here.”
Yvette clenched her fists and shook her head. “What transgressions? What did we do?  Can you please just tell us that?”
Durandet gave an annoyed sigh. “Harming one of Lord Hsgrogan’s guardians is the same as attacking the Great King himself.”
“W-what?” Yvette asked. “We never--”
“Do not lie to me!” the scaled woman yelled, stomping a foot down and the flames flickering out between her teeth again. “I am aware of your meeting with Guardian Osiron last night. More than a few have come to me with concerns after his yelling. When I met him this morning, to check myself, the evidence of your misdeeds was clear.”
Yvette felt her blood run cold. “W-what? What happened to her? Is Osiron okay?”
That gave Durandet pause and, for the first time, the fires of rage flickered. Only for a moment, however, before her angry scowl returned. “Osiron will be fine. He is being tended to as we speak. I know not how you attacked him, but whatever magics or wounds you inflicted on him will be healed. But we will not allow his attackers to reside in our home.”
Yvette stared, her fists shaking. “W-wait. We didn’t attack her, I swear. I was only trying to help her--”
“LEAVE!” Durandet yelled. “Go or we will toss you from the sacrificial platform.”
“But--”
“Yvette,” Gervas said, shaking his head. “Let’s go. Come on.” He started to walk forward, to the top of the steps. “Come on.”
“But we didn’t--”
“Come on,” he said again.
Yvette stared at him, then turned back towards Durandet. The woman looked just as furious, her  face a scaled mask of anger. With a heavy heart, the mage stepped forward and followed after Gervas.
Once they were halfway down the first ring of steps, she gave a soft sigh. “Do you think Osiron is okay?”
“I don’t know. I imagine he will be.”
“She,” Yvette corrected.
Gervas gave another soft sigh. “Either way, it looks like they believe we attacked Osiron last night. Being one of the dragon turtle’s guardians must be a rather important position here.”
“But we didn’t attack her. I was trying to help her. That was all. I would never hurt someone like that,” Yvette said, her arms wrapped around herself. “I just wanted to help her. That’s all.”
“You’ll get your chance to tell the dragon turtle soon. Hopefully he’ll be more willing to listen.”
Yvette nodded, her eyes turning towards the doorway at the bottom of the long steps. “What do you think it is?”
“I don’t know.”
“Do you think it’ll be hard?”
“I don’t know.”
“I mean, if a dragon turtle made it, it would have to be hard, right?”
“I don’t know. I’ve never met this Great King of theirs. I guess it depends on what kind of creature he is.”
Yvette peered over the sides of the steps, eyeing the murky water far below. She wondered how far the water went, how deep it was. The lake was easily big enough to house such a massive beast. Was the dragon turtle under the water right now, watching them? Waiting? Did he see all of this? Would he give her a chance to explain herself?
“Have you ever done something like this before?” Yvette asked.
“Gone through a dragon turtle’s trials? No, I can’t say I have. I doubt most have.”
“What if we die?”
“Then we die.”
Yvette gave a soft sigh. She could never understand how he could sound so casual about something so frightening. She racked her brain for any stories or legends she’d heard about trials set by dragons.
Unfortunately, all of the ones she could remember were stories about mages having to face great trials and tribulations in order to gain some magical boon from the dragons. Some even having to give up their very lives. She couldn’t remember any stories about anyone being offered a small cup of  tea and then sent on their way with whatever they wanted in hand.
She gave a soft, silent prayer to the stars that, somehow, they’d make it through this okay.
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Yvette could barely keep her hands from trembling, all she wanted to do was reach out and grab Gervas’ hand and hold it close, but she knew better than to do that now.
The pair stood before the massive doorway, easily large enough a fully grown troll could have lumbered through with ease. Behind the stone doorway rested a massive, damp cave. Unlike the pit, this cavern seemed almost natural, though empty. The walls, floor and roof were smooth and covered in small bits of green, slimy moss. She could barely make out the wall at the opposite end, but she could just see it.
It didn’t appear to be very big at all, she didn’t see any kind of challenge to threaten them. “Is this it?” she asked softly. “Do we just go in?”
“I think so,” Gervas said. “Come on.” He stepped into the cave, her trailing behind slightly.
Yvette barely resisted screaming when suddenly tall, blue flames rose up, illuminating the cavern and almost encircling them entirely. With the new light, she could now see a doorway on the opposite end of the chamber, made of a silvery metal and covered in jewels and etched with golden letters which were beginning to glow, the heat spreading through them to make them shimmer. The fires covered the way forward, the only opening back the way they came.
Worse, the fire was growing, slowly. Beginning to close in on them. She could no longer resist, she reached out and grabbed Gervas’ hand.
“Can you read those?” he asked, nodding towards the door.
“If we had time, I could!” she said. “Should we go back? I-I don’t know what it says.” The heat was only rising, though. “If we go back, if we have time, maybe I can look in my book and translate it. Maybe--”
The glowing letters were now fully glowing. With an almost ear splitting creak, the metal door began to swing open, revealing a second chamber, though the light of the room didn’t seem to penetrate it.
“I think that’s our invitation,” Gervas said. “Back or forward, Yvette. Your choice.”
Yvette stared at the growing fire. The flame was so thick now that she wasn’t sure they could leap over it. If they landed in it, they’d die. But if they made it through, she was sure she could heal it. Maybe.
If they went back, what if they couldn’t try again?
“Forward,” she said, before running forward. To her delight, he ran with her, leaping with her through the flames.
To her surprise, despite the heat, the flames didn’t burn at all. In fact, they felt almost pleasant. She hit the ground on the opposite side and stumbled forward a few steps. A moment later, the fire behind them went out.
Her cheeks then turned scarlet when she realized the obvious. “Blue flames.”
“What?” Gervas asked.
“The Flame of Rebirth. They walk through it when they decide to become a zmaj and join the chiogn. Fire isn’t scary for one of them. It’s not meant to hurt them, just ensure that they are one of his subjects,” she said sheepishly. “I can’t believe I didn’t realize that.”
“It has been a rough morning,” Gervas said, shaking his head. “It’s hard to think when you’re worried about being burned alive, as well. It looks like we passed the first trial, at least. Let’s go,” he said.
Yvette nodded and looked to the door. The least she could do was try and translate the door now.
However, when they moved to it, the words were now gone, only the thick, metal door remaining, worn smooth. “That’s not fair, the words disappeared with the fire,” she said softly.
“Of course they did. Nothing can ever be easy, can it?” Gervas asked.
She shook her head, kneeling down in front of it and going through her bag. Even if the words weren’t there, she could still remember some of the symbols. It didn’t take her long to find the correct book. She formed a small light with her magic, making it hover overhead while she worked.
Unfortunately, it didn’t prove much use. She could only clearly translate one symbol from it. “I’m sorry.”
“No luck?” Gervas asked.
“Sorry. Guardian, protector, defender. I don’t know the context, though. It could be referencing the dragon turtle himself, or one of of the zmaj. Or even calling those taking the trial one.”
Gervas held out his hand to help her up. “It’s okay.”
“If I’d had more time, I’d have studied the language more,” she muttered, before taking his hand and letting him help her up. Together, they walked into the new room.
The door slammed shut behind them, cloaking them in darkness. After a few moments, torches lining the walls lit with blue flames, illuminating the small chamber they were in.
The chamber was an almost perfect cube, with a single door opposite the door they had come in through. Other than that, there didn’t appear to be a single thing in the room. No messages, no signs, nothing. Just them and the torches.
She waited, but nothing happened. “Do… you think it’s broken?” Yvette asked. “What do we do?”
Gervas sighed and looked around. “I don’t know. I guess we just need to find the trick somewhere. There’s probably a message, somewhere.”
Yvette nodded before walking to the door. Behind her, she could hear him walking along the wall, examining it as well. She leaned in as close as she could to the door, squinting.
Her heart did a small leap when she realized there were words written on the door. She moved her light in closer, illuminating it. Her heart sank back down when she realized something about them.
They were old and faded. While there had been letters here once, likely in dragon tongue, they had long since faded to only a few scattering of half marks. Still, it was better than nothing. She started trying to translate them, flipping through her book.
Unfortunately, with the marks so badly damaged it was impossible to read any of them, with the marks each having nearly a dozen different symbols they could have been before they had long since faded. She felt her frustration growing. How was she supposed to solve some stupid trial if she couldn’t even read the instructions? She had no idea what she was supposed to--
The door suddenly began to open. Her mouth fell open. “H-how did I--” She was cut off by a cough and she glanced back.
Gervas was standing by one of the torches, his hands wrapped around it and having pulled it out. The torch was a carefully concealed lever. She flushed and turned back towards the opening. “Well. I guess that was easy enough,” she said with a sigh.
Suddenly the door slammed back closed, nearly hitting her in the face. She turned back to Gervas, who had let the lever go. “I’m sorry, I thought that was it,” he said. “One second.” He pulled it once again. This time, he waited until the door opened fully, before letting go. However, once again, the door slammed shut once he let go.
Yvette stared at him, then the door. Finally, she glanced to the lever. “Is… can only one of us go forward?” she asked.
“I don’t think so,” Gervas said before pulling it back down. He moved it around a few times once it was fully down, then frowned. “It’s broken.”
Yvette stared at him. “What?”
“The lever. Its broken. There’s a clip right here, I can feel it. It’s supposed to hold the lever down. But...” He released the lever slightly, moving his hand up above it. It drifted back up, just a little, before it suddenly snapped back up and he caught it, pulling it back down.
The mage stared at it for a few moments before shaking her head. “Really? A massively powerful dragon turtle and he can’t even make sure his trials still work?” she asked, barely keeping the frustration out of her voice. First the faded words, now a broken lever. She wondered if the words on the first door were supposed to have remained as well, if maybe they had faded out once the illusionary flames had disappeared.
Was this entire trial just a broken down mess? Had the dragon turtle given up on letting anyone meet with him when he isolated this island from the outside world?
“So only one of us can go, then,” Yvette said, her voice filled with disappointment. “But what happens if--”
“Nope,” Gervas said. “Bring over your bag. I have an idea. Hold the lever down.”
Yvette nodded and walked over, holding the bag out to him. Once he had it, she held the lever down. He pulled his own bag out, then pulled out a small metal spike and a hammer. “What are those?” she asked.
“Piton. Like this...” he muttered, before jamming the piton into the small hole the lever pulled out from, driving it in with the hammer. “Now, let it go.”
She did as she was told and, to her surprise, the lever didn’t move. Instead, it held itself open, now jammed by the piton. “That’s… wow,” she whispered. “Clever.”
“Old trick I learned, they’re great for jamming things. Come on, let’s go.” He put his hammer and bag back into hers, before holding it out to her.
Yvette nodded, taking the bag and following him into the next room. Her light followed closely after her, glowing bright after a moment to reveal the area. Her mouth fell open and she couldn’t stop herself from gasping.
The last door was open already, only partially closed from the last time it had been opened. Across the wall there was a long faded picture carved into the stone, though the only piece of it that seemed to still remain and be recognizable was the dragon turtle’s form. “It’s wrecked,” she whispered. “What kind of trial is this?”
Gervas shook his head. “We saw the turtle dragon. As big as it is, it can’t be easy to have come here to fix it. This trial is probably at least a few centuries old, as well.”
“But all of this was made with magic,” she muttered before shaking her head. “At least, I thought it had been. But this is a mess.” She walked to the dent in the wall, trailing her finger along the edge. A chunk of it fell off, clattering to the ground. “If this trial is so important, why leave it like this?” she asked.
“Maybe it’s part of the trial,” Gervas offered. “Dragons are weird. Maybe it’s to see how we react to it being in pieces.”
Yvette gave a nod before sighing. Maybe it no longer felt a need for the trial? What if it no longer cared for those who visited it? If none had returned, maybe the dragon turtle had decided that her kind weren’t worth seeing anymore. She walked forward through the open doorway, having to take a moment to squeeze through to get to the other side. Her light illuminated another long, stone stairway leading into the depths.
“Do you really think it’s part of the trial?” she asked him.
“No. I think that this place is falling apart,” Gervas said before shaking his head. “But we can’t go back, either. We’re blocked off. At least, not without breaking the first door. I know how, but--”
“But she’d kill us, wouldn’t she?” Yvette asked. “Unless we pass this trial, we don’t have much choice, do we?”
“We don’t.”
She started walking down again, her stomach doing small flips with every step they took. What if her suspicion was correct? It was possible that it was too much effort to repair the trial. But what if the dragon turtle only desired to be alone? What if it refused to listen to them?
Her heart beat harder at that horrifying thought. If it wouldn’t listen to her, how could she get it to turn over a scale? Would it be easy? How about leaving this island, would she be able to convince it to allow them to leave? Had there been others who had passed this trial? Had it allowed them to leave just so they would stop bothering it, or had it slain them? What if it didn’t understand her request at all? Did dragons even HAVE concepts of genders? The others had called it a him, but dragons were such strange creatures as it was that she couldn’t begin to guess if it was, or if it was just the gender they assigned to it over time.
The scent of seawater soon filled her nostrils and she could hear light splashing, shaking her panicked thoughts from her mind. She gave a soft, nervous gulp and glanced back to him. “I’m sorry for dragging you into this.”
“We’ve had this talk before, Yvette. I told you. I chose to be here.”
“I’m still sorry you had to make that choice,” she said sheepishly.
Her light illuminated the last step and she gave a shudder, before stepping out into the main chamber. She held out her hand and her light began to grow until it illuminated a large section of the chamber.
“W-wow,” she whispered. The stairway came out onto a small, stone platform that pushed out only a few feet. While the chamber itself was massive, it was filled almost entirely with water.
Even with the light, she couldn’t see how deep the water went, though she could make out small beams of light from outside, under the water’s surface. The chambers walls were smooth, encircling the entirety of the chamber.
After a few moments, a stone slab crashed down, blocking off the steps and making her shriek, stepping closer to Gervas and grabbing his arm. “What was that?” she asked.
“The door,” he said, his grip on his spear tightening.
She glared at him. “I know that! I mean, why did it--”
‘Hello, my child,’ a voice said, making her pause. She looked around, though she couldn’t find the source of the voice. It seemed to be coming from all around, yet from nowhere at the same time.
“Hello?” she asked. “Gervas, did you hear that?”
“Yes,” he whispered, looking around, before looking down.
Far below the water’s surface she could see a massive, but dim glow. The same glow she had seen when she had first arrived on this island. She let out a soft gasp, her eyes widening. “Is that the...”
“I think so...” Gervas said, digging the flat of his spear into the ground. Even he was starting to look nervous.
‘Yes, my child. It is I, Lord Hsgrogan,’ the voice said. She realized it was in her mind, not her ears. She relaxed slowly, a smile forming on her lips. He was here. More importantly, his voice was soothing and soft, gentle. Masculine and protective. Warm. It oddly reminded her of her master when he had been mentoring her.
Yvette took a deep breath and walked to the water’s edge, kneeling down in front of it. The glow seemed to slowly be rising towards them, getting bigger. “Oh, Great King, I’ve traveled far to ask for your aid. I… I ummm...” She flushed and stared at the approaching mass. She had practiced what she’d say to it in her mind so, so many times. Yet, now that it was that time, she found herself unable to come up with the right words. She just wanted to shake and give a light whimper. “Just… please. I need one of your scales. I need it for a spell to, to fix myself. I have a… I’m… sick, I guess. In a way. And one of the pieces I require to cast the spell to fix me is a scale of a dragon turtle. You are the only dragon turtle I know of, as far as I know, the only one that exists. So please, help me,” she pleaded, trying to keep tears from forming in her eyes.
‘Of course, my child,’ the voice said once more.
Yvette relaxed and glanced back to Gervas, a smile on her lips. “I… I can’t believe it. This was so...” Her heart lifted. Was it truly so easy? “Will you allow us to leave this island, as well? So I can continue to gather what I need to fix myself?”
‘Indeed.’
Now it was all she could do to stop from squealing with delight. However, she couldn’t help but notice that Gervas looked just as tense as ever. But she didn’t care. They’d done it. She was going to get the first piece of the spell. They’d get off this island. They’d made it through that silly, broken trial, but it was worth it.
She stared down at the creature far below the water. More of its massive body was becoming apparent when it rose, though something seemed off. It was round, of course. But the way its claws moved, the way they glowed. They didn’t look like claws at all. “My… lord?”
‘Yes, my child?’
“Your trials. When we came to face them, they were in shambles. In heavy need of repair. If… I may ask, why do you not fix them?”
‘Ahhh, but of course. To come to me willingly, my child, is the true trial. There is no need for one to suffer in order to seek my aid. After all, am I not the guardian of this island? Why must I make my subjects suffer so?”
Yvette nodded, though despite his calm, gentle words, she felt her unease growing. She closed her eyes and reached out with her magic, feeling for the magic around her. Feeling the magic of the creature coming closer.
She could feel the power and magic radiating off the creature, enveloping it. The power was strong and old.
But so much weaker than she expected. A frown formed on her lips. The power she felt didn’t feel as if it was a creature that was born and lived by magic, in fact it only felt like a very, very powerful spell. She prodded just a little more, but she was certain. That WAS definitely a creature. But the magic didn’t feel right at all. She opened her eyes and peered into the water.
Something was off.
Her eyes widened after a few moments when more of the creature became clear and she let out a soft whimper. “Gervas. Can we go back?”
“What?” he asked. “I thought--”
“That’s not a dragon turtle,” she said, her eyes locked on the form below.
It was finally close enough that she could make out its form. It truly was a massive beast, easily bigger than any vessel she had ever seen. But its form was nothing like it was supposed to be. The massive mouth was, rather than wide, shaped like a beak. Its legs were small and stumpy, nothing like the great claws of a great beast.
It wasn’t a dragon turtle. It was some kind of massive turtle. Judging by the magic she had felt, its form was formed by magic, nearly entirely. She gave a soft whimper and lowered herself down. “Gervas, we need to go!”
The voice let out a soft laugh, echoing in her mind once more. ‘Oh, have you figured it out? Worry not, my child. Your suffering will be over quickly.’ The gentle, soothing tone was now gone, now one of amused cruelty.
Gervas and Yvette backed away when the water began to move up, the massive frame of the creature pushing it aside. Waves of water splashed against the wall and platform as, foot by foot, the turtle’s full form appeared.
It was the largest creature she had ever seen, its head alone bigger than many homes. She gave a soft, gentle whimper and stared. “W-what are you?” she asked weakly.
The voice laughed once more. ‘Is it not obvious, my child? I am the current guardian of this island,’ it said, its voice amused. ‘Chosen by Hsgrogan himself.’
“But you’re a, why? I mean, why are you...” She gave another soft whimper, reaching out with her magic. There was definitely a powerful magic emanating from the monster, a spell of some sort. “Here?”
‘Why need I go anywhere else, my child? There is all I need, here. The worship of the zmaj, their tribute. Willing sacrifices that walk into my mouth.’ Its massive beak moved forward, resting against the platform and making it shake. She could see its great eyes locked on her. It seemed almost amused, before giving a soft, hissing laugh like the zmaj had done.
There wasn’t any escape from this. The wall behind them was solid stone and with the creature so close, even if they could break the door down, they wouldn’t be able to get away before it could grab them and devour them. She looked the creature up and down.
New, fresh hope flowed in her. “You truly are m-magnificent,” she said quickly. It was a turtle. Massive, yes. But still a turtle. No sign of it having been altered or shifted by dragon’s magic aside from its size. However, there had to be powerful magic to it, otherwise there was no way it could have been talking to them. Intelligent as it was.
The creature itself wasn’t magical, but there was some magic on it. She just had to find it. If she could find a way to disrupt the spell, then it would revert back to its true form. Her eyes widened. “Y-you’ve been here for centuries, guarding this place. Haven’t you?” she asked. She reached out a hand and gently placed it on Gervas’, catching his eyes and giving a small wink. Maybe they could make it out of this. She just had to stay calm. “Are you the reason no one can leave this island?”
‘Indeed, my small snack. None may leave my presence. For I am--”
She barely listened to him anymore, her attention focused on what she could feel. Somewhere on the bottom of his shell. The source of that magic. If she could find exactly where it was, maybe she could end whatever spell gave him this power.
But to do that, she would have to go into the water.
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She gave Gervas an apologetic smile. “Remember what you said before? About us mages?” she whispered.
“What about it?”
“We really do jump straight into the mouth,” she whispered, moving in a little closer, letting the great beast ramble on mockingly. “I have a plan. But we’re going to need to swim.” She slowly slid her bag off her shoulder and let it sink to the ground.
“Of course we are,” he said softly. “Anything better?” he asked before slowly leaning his spear back against the stone doorway and lowering his shield to the ground.
“No, not really,” she whispered. “Stay close to the wall. I’ll move as fast as I can. Go!” She raced off the right side of the platform and heard him going the opposite way, the two splashing into the water at the same time.
Laughter echoed in her head. ‘Ah, of course. Yes, flee, my little morsels. It’s so much more fun when you run.’
The water swirled around her like a storm, sending her careening into the wall of the cavern. She hit it hard, knocking the air out of her mouth and filling it with sea water.
Her eyes opened, though the water burned. She could see the massive creature, but its underbelly looked like an island all its own. She’d have to get closer in order to find whatever the source was, but it was so dark she doubted she could even see it if she was right on top of it.
She mentally cursed herself, wishing she’d spent more time studying how to track magic, rather than just on her transformation magic. The turtle began to shift, slowly letting itself sink into the water. As massive as it was, it had to move carefully in the chamber, though it wouldn’t do them much good.
In the end, he could remain underwater far longer and even if, by some miracle, they managed to get out of this chamber and into the sea, with more space to maneuver he would crush them with ease. All her tactic had done was buy them a little bit of time so long as they swam too close to the wall for him to come after them.
She let out a soft gasp when she realized what she had to do. She couldn’t track down the source with her magic, but she did have another way. She swam back to the surface, struggling to keep her head above water for a moment when she spat out the water in her mouth and took in deep mouthfuls of air. She touched her bracer, making the dots form across it.
She then dove back down into the water, praying that this would work, though if it didn’t it wasn’t as if she’d have to regret it for very long.
Yvette’s form began to shift, scales forming across her body while her limbs fused to her side. The form, at least, was simple. Sharks were surprisingly easy forms to turn into, most larger fish were. Within moments she was able to glide through the water with ease, even the currents caused by the great turtle doing little more than slowing her down.
With her new form, she swam down, deeper under the water, under the great turtle. Now came the hard part. While it was something she knew was doable, it was something she’d never done herself. Adapting part of one form, while fully transformed into another, was difficult even for mages far more experienced than her. But she had to do it.
She focused, willing her magic to shift her eyes into those of the troll, to allow her to see magic, not just touch it with her own.
Pain shot through them, forcing her to blink. Fortunately, she could still see under the murky waters, the turtle above her, slowly turning in the water. ‘Where did you go, little morsel? You cannot hide forever.’
Above, on the water’s surface, she could see Gervas. Nestled into the corner where the wall met the platform, he was temporarily hidden. The turtle couldn’t see either of them, though she knew it wouldn’t last long.
A new thought came to her mind. She could escape. She could see the exit to the outside world from here, the light from the sun glimmering through it. It would be so easy to escape. Make her way back to the shore. She knew about the zmaj. She could warn them, make them listen. Make them understand the dangers that were--
Yvette shoved those thoughts aside, scolding herself. She would be abandoning Gervas. She would never, ever do that. Not after everything he had done for her. She couldn’t believe she even allowed those thoughts to flicker into her mind. She had to focus on the task at hand. She forced her magic into her eyes, doing her best to ignore the pain. The world turned blurry and wild, the underwater scene darkening and making her feel dizzy.
However, after a moment, her vision returned to normal, for a shark at least. She let out an internal scream. She was a transfiguration mage. She wanted to be a girl. She couldn’t, wouldn’t, allow some overgrown shellfish to stop her!
‘Ahhhh, there we are. Now where’s the other one?’
Yvette froze in place, her heart nearly stopped in her new, fishy chest. It took her a moment to realize that the turtle wasn’t speaking about her.
He was talking about Gervas.
Above her, the turtle shifted lazily in the water, his beak moving out and cutting a thick gouge in the stone over her guardian’s head, dropping stone on him while he tried to shield himself. Again, the voice only laughed. ‘Come now, you can do better than that. It has been so, so many years since anyone has faced these trials. Go on. Swim. I’ll even give you a few seconds head start.’
Yvette growled internally, barely able to resist charging her snout into him. She had to do this. She had to find the source if they were going to get out of this.
She focused, though it made her eyes feel as if they were burning inside her head. Transforming her body was one thing, but to do two separate transformations was just too much for her. No matter what she did, she couldn’t do them together.
She had no choice. It was reckless, but it was that or just wait to die. She rolled over onto her back and undid her transformation, her body shifting back into that of a human.
She couldn’t breathe. Her hands reached up to her throat and she began to panic, struggling to keep herself from trying to inhale the water. Without any air, she felt her lungs begin to burn. Even if she tried to swim up now, she would at best drown, at worst be noticed by the monstrous turtle over her.
If she wanted to survive, she only had one option.
Though it hurt while she was already struggling for air, she forced herself to focus on the troll she had faced not long ago. Only partially transitioning, her eyes burned even more than ever, but the world seemed to darken once more.
Then light. Overhead, she could see the outline of the massive turtle. While its body had emanated a light glow before, now it was as if she was staring at a second sun made of many brilliant lines.
More importantly, like this she could see the source of the glow, where the lines came from. Just below where its neck came out of the shell, five small, glowing points rested.
‘Ahhhh. I was wondering where you had gone, little one,’ the voice said into her mind. She ended the spell, her vision returning to normal, though she couldn’t make out much through the murky water. But she could make out the turtle’s slightly glowing head having turned towards her.
Yvette moved her hands to her side, once again shifting into a shark. It took a moment once she shifted to move, though. Her entire body ached, the magic use from shifting over and over making it feel as if she had fire burning through her veins. Doing it underwater, without the ability to breathe in her other form, only made it worse. She floundered in the water for a few moments, trying to get her body back in control and struggling to keep her body from trying to revert back to its true form. Trying to ‘breathe’ in her new form. If she reverted now, she’d drown, there was no way she’d be able to transform again.
‘Oh my. So the little morsel can become a fish? I’ve never had one of you do that before. I wonder how you’ll taste?’
She had barely a moment to react, the beak coming down at her. She tried to move as quickly as possible, away from the mouth.
She wasn’t fast enough. The beak came down, the tip cutting across her tail and making a small cloud of blood flow from the deep gash. She spun through the water, struggling to right herself, the fins on her tail slashed up and made every movement send ripples of pain through her body.
The water swirled around her when the turtle pulled its head back, readying for another strike.
She couldn’t do it. She wasn’t going to be fast enough. She watched helplessly when the turtle readied itself for another strike.
An explosion tore through the water, echoing through the chamber. She heard the voice let out a scream, less of pain so much as anger. ‘WHAT HAVE YOU DONE?!’ the voice roared. It then slammed back, slamming the entirety of its body against the wall.
Yvette was unable to take her eyes off the sight of crushed wall and stones dropping into the water. When it pulled back, the platform was a damaged fraction of what it had been. Worse, she didn’t see Gervas.
‘GET OFF OF ME!’ the voice roared again, so loud she felt her brain would explode from the sheer force. The turtle thrashed in the water, slamming itself into the wall once more.
Her heart soared. She didn’t know what he was doing, but whatever it was, it was buying her time. She dove forward, ignoring the pain searing through her tail with every movement. With the creature focused on slamming its back against the wall, its chest was open for her.
She came closer and her heart jumped when she saw the sources of power.
Five scales embedded in the creature’s shell, spread out and forming a five-point spell seal. Lines had been cut into the shell, connecting the scales. A long term and powerful enchantment. She flew through the water, charging into it. When she came closer, she ended the spell, her body reverting back to its normal form.
Once again her lungs screamed for air that she couldn’t get, but she tried to ignore it. The momentum she’d had pushed her forward and she reached out towards the scales, trying to grab them.
Her body crashed into the shell. One of the scales pierced her abdomen, but her hands managed to wrap around two more of the scales. Their sharp edges dug into her hands, slashing deep into them, but she tried to tune it out. Instead, she pulled.
The scales didn’t budge, but the turtle froze in place. Then the voice echoed in her mind. ‘DO NOT TOUCH THAT!’ She could feel the creature trying to spin, but she held on even though the edges of the scales tore deep into her hand.
It was a little surprising how little it hurt, though. She could feel the bloody gashes in her legs, stomach and hands. She knew they were deep, but mostly, all she could feel was light headed and cold. Tired.
But she had to keep going. Gervas had bought her time, she had to do what she could to ensure it didn’t go to waste. Exhausted as she was, she couldn’t hope to overpower the spell that was currently on the turtle. However, she could disrupt it. She sent her magic deep into the scales, mixing it with the magic that made the spell.
Magic could be so delicate, at times. The body longed to return to its true form, it required a delicate balance to maintain it in such a way. For a moment, she regretted that she had to do this. If she had an opportunity to study this, to learn how it worked, she could possibly learn how to extend her own transformations far longer.
Unfortunately, she only had a few moments to act, so she did what she had to. Her magic flowed into the scales, pushing and prodding and breaking every weakness it could find, disrupting the balance that kept the turtle from reverting back to the form it once had. She felt the scales come loose in her hands, but not fall out, yet.
She focused, gathering what little magic she had left, before letting it out in a single big burst in the now weakened enchantment.
The spell-seal exploded, the scales coming off in her hands. She flew back through the water, two of the scales held tightly in her grasp. Then she connected with the wall of the cave, smashing her body back into it and knocking the scales away.
Everything hurt. She felt so cold. So tired. She couldn’t breathe. She tried to breathe, but water flowed into her, only making the pain worse. She tried to move, to make it back to the surface, but she had no more strength.
When the darkness began to take over and the pain faded, cold numbness replacing it, she could see one thing that gave her hope.
The massive turtle no longer glowed. It no longer yelled in her head. Instead, the creature was shrinking smaller and smaller. Or perhaps it only seemed smaller. She gave a weak smile before the world faded entirely to darkness.
She’d done it.
 
 
Chapter 20
 
 
 
Yvette woke up, though within a moment she wished she hadn’t. Everything hurt. Her legs felt as if they’d been shredded. Her stomach was burning. Her hands felt as if they had knives through them with the smallest twitch causing a sharp pain.
However, she wasn’t cold. She was laying down, only a few feet from a fire. She could feel bandages wrapped around her body, but she couldn’t feel her clothes. She was wrapped from head to toe in furs.
It took her a few more moments to realize she wasn’t in the chamber, either. She was inside one of the small, mountain shaped homes that the zmaj lived in. She could see a small opening in the top of it, through which the smoke escaped. No light came from outside, though, so she imagined it had to be night now.
A small sound drew her attention and she realized she wasn’t alone. She looked to the right and saw Gervas. He was asleep beside her, laying under one of the furs.
She stared at him for a few moments and felt tears forming in her eyes. “I’m sorry...” she whispered.
His eyes opened almost instantly and he sat up. “What?” he asked. His eyes then caught hers and he gasped. “Yvette! You’re awake. Are you okay? How do you feel?”
“I’m sorry,” she repeated, staring up at him. She didn’t know how they came here, how she was here, but she knew he had to have done it. He’d worked so hard for her, even after they had barely escaped. Yet she’d almost abandoned him. How could she be so selfish?
“What? It’s okay, we’re okay. We--”
“It’s not okay!” she repeated, clenching her fists and then quickly letting them go when the sharp pain almost made her cry. “I-I almost left you behind! I almost abandoned you!” she said.
Gervas stared down at her, a look of confusion on his face. “What? When?”
“When we were in there. When we were… when I transformed. I-I couldn’t find the source of the magic. I couldn’t find it. S-so I was going to, I was going to run. I was going to run away and leave you behind. I… I...” She felt the tears start to flow down her face. “I’m sorry. I’m so sorry. I was going to leave you behind. I was… after everything you’ve done for me. After all of the risks you’ve taken and dangers you’ve gone through t-to help me. I-I was going to just leave you behind. I’m sorry. I’m so sorry. I don’t deserve you. I don’t deserve your help.” She tried to roll away, but the heavy furs made it hard for her to move.
However, he only smiled down at her, that amused, knowing grin of his that she was starting to find a mix of annoying and adorable. “Then why didn’t you?”
“W-what?”
“You didn’t run, did you?”
“I was going to, I--”
“But you didn’t,” he said again.
“I didn’t want to,” Yvette said softly. “You’ve done so much for me, I couldn’t just abandon you. You’ve never abandoned me. Ever.”
“I’ve thought about it, though,” he said firmly.
Those words cut through her like a knife, sending fresh pain that even her wounds couldn’t compare with. “What? You have?”
“Plenty of times. It’s not easy, what you’re doing. I’ve measured it more times than I can count in my mind. The dangers, the risks, all of that. Everything. I’ve considered just leaving you on your own.”
Yvette stared at him, her mouth falling open. “But--”
“But that’s just a thought. Nothing more, nothing less. You had the opportunity to abandon me. But you didn’t, did you?” he asked.
She flushed and shook her head. “No...”
“That’s what matters,” he said before moving over so he was sitting beside her, looking down. “It doesn’t matter if you have those thoughts. You were scared and you saw a way out. An easy way. Seeing the easy way doesn’t make you bad or selfish.”
“But I--”
“But you didn’t take it. It’s not what you think or feel in a difficult moment that matters. It’s what you do during those times,” Gervas said with a smile, his hand reaching down to brush her hair back. “That’s all that matters.”
Yvette nodded, staring up at him. “What… I do. Can I ask you a question, then? And… promise not to think less of me for it?” she asked.
“Of course.
She stared up at him and gave a soft little sigh. “I… since… starting this journey. Since being on the road, I’ve felt… it’s going to sound odd. But, I mean, I...” She trailed off, struggling to find the words.
“What?”
“Less upset. Less angry.”
Gervas cocked an eye. “Excuse me?”
“I feel less upset now. Less angry. Less… I don’t get as mad when people call me the wrong thing. I don’t...”
“You don’t fight as hard as you used to?” he asked.
She gave a small nod. “Yes. I think I have more doubts sometimes, too. That I’m right. Sometimes I get ideas to just give in. Or collapse. Or stop it. I feel I can’t go on. More than I used to. What if I’m not strong enough to do this?” she asked.
He gave a soft chuckle. “Yvette. How long have you been fighting?”
“Huh? I mean, we didn’t fight much back in training, since--”
“No. I mean, to be a woman. How long have you been struggling? How long have you been trying?”
She flushed. “For years. I--”
“And how often have you not had to fight for it? How long has it been accepted?”
Yvette’s cheeks turned bright red at that. “I mean, I think you’re the only one to stop making me fight.”
He nodded. “Exactly. Yvette, doubts are normal. Those thoughts? That urge to run and hide? Lots of people have those. You’ve been fighting for a long, long, long time. Alone. Those doubts were likely always there. Those fears.”
She sunk a little more into the bedding. “You’re probably right. I’m sor--”
“That doesn’t make them bad,” he said, cutting her off. “Everyone has fears. Doubts. About almost everything. But Yvette, you’ve been fighting so long and so hard to be yourself, that you’ve never been able to let yourself feel them.”
“W-what?”
“I’ve seen it before,” Gervas said with a nod. “Those in battle. Soldiers who won’t say anything. Who never show any fear, any worry. Who isolate themselves. Those who are afraid to acknowledge their own fears.” He gently reached out and stroked her forehead gently. “When all you do is fight, you won’t allow yourself to have those moments of weakness. You push them aside.”
She flushed. “So I used to be stronger?”
“No. Because bending is something everyone has to do,” Gervas said softly. “You were strong because you had to be. You had to push forward, you had to keep trying and ignoring everything else. Because if you didn’t, no one else would help you. You couldn’t bend at all. But that eventually causes you to do one thing. Eventually, you just hit that point where you shatter entirely.”
Yvette nodded, giving him a small smile. “So I’ve been shattering?”
“No. When you shatter, you don’t come back,” Gervas whispered. “You’re learning to bend. Having doubts doesn’t mean those doubts are true. Having those thoughts doesn’t mean that you’re the kind of person who gives into them. It just means you have them. You’re learning how to be strong when you need to be. And when you can rest and let someone else help you.”
“I don’t feel stronger.”
“But I’ll bet you feel less tired.”
Yvette gave a small nod. All of the times she’d tensed up when she was called a boy, only for him to step in and correct them for her. The times she was able to let her own doubts and fears come through, that she couldn’t handle this. Only for him to support her and tell her the words she needed to hear. Times like now. Just like he said, she didn’t have to fight as hard every time. She truly did feel calmer, knowing that she could relax and nobody was going to come barging into her room, yelling at her to be Tebaud. She gave a small smile. “Thank you. I do feel less tired. I mean, not right now, though.” She gave a soft laugh. “Right now, I feel like I just got thrown into a ‘trial’ that was broken at every step. All to run into a dragon turtle that was never there to begin with.” She gave a soft groan, her frustration growing with every word. “Then almost getting crushed by a big, stupid, cruel turtle. It felt like I was going to die so many times. But we still won.” She couldn’t keep the spreading feeling of disappointment from growing, though. Nor could she keep the pain out of her voice. They’d done all this, worked so hard to find that scale. And yet, in the end, it hadn’t been here at all. They’d have to start over from scratch. They’d gone through all of this, just to have nothing to show for it.
“I know it was hard, but we did it. You turned that monster back into a normal turtle. You almost died, doing it.” His smile wavered. “For a little bit, I thought you had.”
Yvette gave a small smile. “Was it that bad?” If nothing else, at least he would be here for it.
His expression hardened and he gave a nod. “Yes. You were were covered in blood and half drowned when I managed to fish you out. I didn’t think you’d make it. Do you remember anything from the last two weeks?”
Yvette nodded. “Yes? We were on the boat and--”
“No. Not that. Sorry. Let me rephrase. It’s been almost two weeks since we went down through those trials, Yvette,” Gervas said firmly. “You were in and out of consciousness a few times. Do you remember?”
She stared at him. Try as she might, she couldn’t remember anything. Only sinking into the water. “It has?” She glanced back at the ring on her finger. Two lost weeks. Had they started to search for her now? Were they going to find her?
“Yes. You haven’t been very coherent. And… well...”
She gulped nervously, slowly looking around the room and realizing just where she was. The Mage’s Association could be the least of her worries. “And? The zmaj, they haven’t… killed us? We’re in their city, aren’t we?”
“They almost did. They wanted to when I came back up, carrying your bloody body, but, well...” He trailed off before his hand reached over besides the bed. He pulled up a small, cloth wrapped bundle and opened it.
Inside was a jagged, spiky scale as big as her hand that seemed to shimmer with rapidly shifting colors in the fire light. “This was lodged in your stomach. They couldn’t deny what it is. At that point… Durandet is still furious at us. But since we gained this, they won’t hurt us. At least, for now. We got a boon from the dragon turtle, at least. One way or another.”
Yvette’s eyes locked onto it, her mouth falling open. “Is… is that...” She felt the dread beginning to melt away, replaced by hope.
“A dragon turtle’s scale.”
The mage stared at it for a moment before letting out a soft, weak giggle. She collapsed back into the furs and closed her eyes.
They’d done it. They’d both almost died. But they’d done it. They’d gotten a piece of the spell. They’d had to travel the ocean, given up so much, nearly died more times than she could count, fight off a massive, greedy turtle and work their way through a broken trial. But they’d done it. One more step closer. She hoped the next steps would be easier than this. “We did it. Oh my gosh we did it. Do… do you know what this means?”
“That you’re going to keep almost getting yourself killed?” Gervas asked with a shake of his head.
“What? No, of course not,” she said flatly. “I’m going to keep almost getting both of us killed, until you decide to do the smart thing and let me do this alone,” she said in a teasing tone.
“Right, of course. Keep almost getting both of us killed.” He then gave a soft sigh and she could see there was something else bothering him.
“What’s wrong? Wait. Do… they… are they demanding the scale?” Yvette asked softly.
He shook his head. “No. You faced the trial and earned it, so to speak. But… you should rest before we set out again.”
She stared at him for a few more moments. “What’s wrong?”
“Yvette, you’ve been through a lot. I don’t--”
“Just tell me. Please,” she said, feeling another surge of dread in her stomach.
He eyed her before shaking his head. “You were hurt. They needed to… you’ve been unconscious for a while. They know about your condition,” he said softly. “Is that how you put it?”
Yvette blinked a few times, struggling to process that. “So they think I’m a guy?”
“I’ve tried to make them understand, but they won’t listen,” Gervas said, the frustration evident in his voice. “But once their medics took a look at you, once word got around, I’m sorry. I wouldn’t expect them to treat you as a woman anymore.”
Yvette just stared at him. She did feel frustrated and annoyed. She’d nearly died. They’d both nearly died. Yet they were still going to insist on calling her a him?
But it was so much weaker an annoyance than she expected. In fact, she barely noticed it.
Even if they did call her a him, what did she care? She stared up at Gervas and gave a small smile. “But you’ll still treat me like a woman, won’t you?”
“Of course. You are one,” Gervas said firmly.
“Then that’s fine. I’m used to it, so--”
“You shouldn’t have to be used to it,” he said harshly.
Yvette stared up at him, unable to keep the tears from forming in her eyes once more.
“Yvette? I’m sorry. I--”
“I’m not sad,” she said quickly, shaking her head. “I-I’m happy. I’m so happy,” she whispered.
“What?”
“I’m just happy I have you,” she whispered, the tears making her vision blurry. Even then, though, she could see the smile spreading across his lips.
Gervas gave a light chuckle before, slowly, his hand reached out to gently brush her hair back. “Of course you have me. I’m your guardian, remember? I take my job very seriously. Now, I think you should get some more sleep. We’ve still got a long road ahead of us. You still need to heal. Most importantly, you’re still sick.”
Yvette nodded. However, a new thought hit her. If she’d been unconscious for two weeks, that meant one important thing. “How are we going to get back to the mainland?”
“I’m not sure. But we’ll figure that out together. For now, let me worry about that. Now, rest. I’m going to get you something to eat,” he said before getting to his feet and turning to walk out the exit of the hut.
She watched the exit for a long while, imagining his form, his face.
He was her guardian.
He was her protector.
He saw her as Yvette.
She glanced back towards the scale, resting on the small cloth. The first piece.
Yvette flushed and gave a soft shudder. She’d never really thought much about what she’d do once she became a girl. Once she had finally fixed herself. For so long, the task ahead of her had felt so overwhelmingly huge that she couldn’t imagine anything after it. When she’d already had to dedicate all of her energy towards just surviving and healing herself, how could she allow herself to waste the focus she didn’t have to spare on what might come after what seemed impossible?
But now she felt herself wanting something else after that.
She wondered if it made her greedy. Selfish.
She felt her heart beating ever faster.
The journey ahead was so overwhelmingly dangerous and terrifying, but she had to face it. She had to go through it.
But thanks to Gervas she didn’t have to go through it alone.
When everything was over, when she was finally her true self, would he still be there?
She breathed a little faster, her heart beating so fast she thought it might explode. She melted back into the covers, feeling suddenly dizzy.
This goal of hers always felt so huge. So impossibly huge.
But she didn’t have to face it alone. She didn’t have to fight alone. With him helping to carry the burden, it didn’t feel so heavy anymore. The weight that felt as if it was crushing her, now felt possible.
She gave another soft whimper, closing her eyes.
She did have feelings for him.
And now that she knew she did, she knew they were growing stronger.
And the stronger they were, the more important they felt to her.
And the more important they became, the harder it was to push them aside.
And if she couldn’t, if he found out, could he ever truly love her back? He called her Yvette. He protected her. He kept her safe. Not just physically, but emotionally. He tried to make others see her for who she was. He felt for her. Cared about her.
He didn’t ask her to try to be something she wasn’t. All he asked was that she try to be the best she could be. That she keep trying. He didn’t seem to care that this entire journey was so she could be herself, that all of the hardships were because she wanted to be right. He never made her feel guilty for it. Never hurt her for it.
All he asked from her was what he’d ask of any mage. That she try and use her powers, her abilities to help. To grow. To develop. It felt like so little, yet in return he gave her something more precious than she could ever put into words.
He saw her as Yvette. It was such a simple thing, but sometimes it felt as if nobody else ever could. He was there for her, when nobody else was.
Thanks to him, she didn’t have to face this alone. She could never thank him enough for that.
Was it okay for her to want to ask him for more? To want to ask him to be there, by her side, not just for this but for everything beyond?
She glanced towards the entrance one more time and gave a soft sigh. No matter how the world stormed against her, at least, for now, she wasn’t alone. She slowly glanced back towards the scale and gave a small smile.
It felt so impossible. So overwhelming. But together, they’d done it. Even if they had so many more dangers ahead of them, she knew they could handle it.
And maybe, when everything was over, she could tell him how she felt. Maybe he could even return those feelings for her.
Yvette pulled her right hand out from under the furs. It was tightly bound, her fingers wrapped together so only her thumb was free. Slowly, she reached out and gripped the scale between her thumb and palm and lifted it before her eyes.
Despite all the pain and exhaustion she’d been through, when she looked at the scale it truly felt possible. No matter what threats lay ahead, they would face them together. As a team.
And if they could beat those seemingly impossible odds, if they could retrieve precious treasures like this scale, then nothing could stand in their way. Her way.
She gave a small grin and shifted the scale so it glimmered in different colors.
She’d never let the dangers or difficulty of this spell stop her from fixing herself.
So why should she allow her own feelings and desires to fall aside? She gave a sigh and let the scale slowly fall, her arm collapsing onto the covers, the exhaustion finally making it hard to move.
He was right. It didn’t matter what stray thoughts or feelings came to her. It mattered what she did. She had decided long ago she wanted, no, had to be a woman. Now it was just changing, slightly.
Now she had to be the woman who deserved the man she was falling in love with. No matter how hard it was, she wouldn’t back down from this challenge.
The smile never left her lips, even when she began to feel her consciousness slipping away.
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