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Chapter 1: Beginnings




I had always been fascinated by dragons. The way their scales were said to flash in the sun, their powerful wings which carried them anywhere their hearts desired. The fire that burned inside, that empowered their magic and made them the ruler of their domains. What person could hear such stories and not be filled with admiration? 


Well, the hunters in my town, apparently.

“Dragon hunt! Dragon hunt! In the name of the Duke, an expedition is being organized by the Hunter Order to set forth and drive this scourge from its lair in Dusky Peak!” The senior huntsman, Abel, was well known for his sonorous voice and often handled the town crier duties. Nobody could pretend they hadn’t heard his proclamations; it was impossible. 


I sighed and got up from my small desk where I had been idly daydreaming. I barely had time to adjust some of my papers before the door to my office was slammed open by Abel. I flinched. 


“You heard me, didn’t ya, boy?” His expression made his statement a rhetorical question. “The Duke’s orders have come down and the hunters won’t be without divine assistance on this hunt. Prepare your things, we set out for the peak this afternoon. It will be a four-day journey, there and back. Pack accordingly. None of your frilly dresses now, good hiking attire only.” He left before I could do more than nod along, my eyes not meeting his. 


I grumbled to myself once I knew he was safely out of hearing. “They aren’t frilly dresses, they are robes of office, you asshole…” I had hoped that taking up the mantle of priest of Teara, the forgotten god, would garner me some respect among the town. Unfortunately, this just seemed to provide more ammunition for the hunters who liked to torment me. I had never gotten along well with other men in town. Oh, I certainly tried; spent a whole year trying to build my muscles and throwing myself into masculine pursuits with an obsessive drive, in the hopes they would just leave me alone if I could prove I was like them. 


It didn’t work. I still have some of the scars on my shoulder from when I crashed into the rocks; the hunters decided that if I was working so hard to be stronger, I must be ready to face them in mock fights to prove my worth. My protests fell on deaf ears and they hurled me off a cliff. I was lucky to survive with some scrapes, only my pride in tatters. Still, there is often an upside to any misfortune: my time spent recovering allowed me to talk with the town healer, Maple, who also maintained our library. She was kind enough to let me read any books I wished while I healed, and it was she who suggested that I maybe take up the mantle of town priest. The mayor had been concerned that we had had no envoy of the divine for some time. And while the town worshipped a whole pantheon of deities, it was deemed sufficient for me to select just one to devote my efforts to, so the town could be seen showing proper respect. 


I chuckled to myself as I packed the necessities I would need for the trip. I had spent a good month combing the archives for details on the various gods and the only one who drew my attention was the forgotten god, Teara. Not much was known about this god. They were part of the pantheon for sure, but were worshipped directly by few, if any. It was a well-known fact that gods drew their power from their worshippers, but there were two gods who stood apart from this arrangement: Felgran and Teara. The former was the god of Order, of Civilization, and also served as the mediator for the gods. It was known that he did gain additional power from his worship, but he wasn’t beholden to it like the other gods were. This was so he could execute the duties of his divine station without being swayed or having his power undermined by schemes.

As for why Teara remained a divine force with nary a worshipper in sight? It was unknown among the people of the duchy. Once in a while, someone would think to ask the priests to commune with the divine, to see what the secret was. However, the priests in the capital could obtain no answers, but cautioned against showing disrespect to Teara.


Such a mysterious god appealed to me, and there were no prohibitions against serving them. I never mentioned aloud that one of the perks I saw of worshipping a forgotten god is I got to make it up as I went, there not being any recorded traditions or strictures I needed to follow. 

I did my best to comfort the townsfolk and keep the temple in order (which was devoted to all the gods, not just mine) and for the most part my duties were peaceful. Well, not peaceful, but fulfilling perhaps.


The only downside was that while the hunters sneered and scoffed at my chosen profession, on account of it not being sufficiently manly for them I guess, they also made sure to demand my services on their hunting expeditions; even a priest of a forgotten god came with access to powerful healing magic. The fact I could also heal the wounds their abuse left was a bonus in their eyes.

Don’t ask me how that works. I started studying magic seriously as soon as I became a priest and found that healing magic came much easier to me than it did for the other mages in town. You didn’t need a divine patron to wield such magic, but having one tended to make learning such things much smoother, at least that was my theory. I took my aptitude and swift progress with magic to be a sign that at the very least, my god was amused by my efforts rather than being insulted at my audacity. I never heard my god’s voice, like other priests talked about in letters I traded with the capital, but the time I spent in quiet reflection every day always came with a sense that I was being watched over. 


Anyway, you would think that being able to put someone’s arm back on would endear me to the hunters, who seemed prone to such accidents, but apparently they had decided it was something they were entitled to, and I rarely got any thanks. Well, that isn’t entirely true. The hunters themselves were assholes about it, but their families and the rest of the town were appreciative and kind to me... at least when the hunters weren’t around. 

Our town, Rivermist, was a quiet place in the foothills of the Cracked Mountains, a range that included the peak the dragon was sighted at. The hunters were the most respected group in our town, for they protected us from the bigger monsters that liked to lurk in the nearby woods and they bolstered our food supplies as well. We had some decent farms, but without the hunters we would be in trouble. So, everyone put up with their attitude. Sometimes I wondered why, given how many sought my office for healing and counsel after a run in with hunters. I wasn’t the only one they preyed upon. 


They weren’t that bad. I told myself that frequently, like repeating it would make it true. It had to be true, for the sake of the town. I don’t know why I was considered a prime target for mockery, but barely a week went by without some kind of practical ‘joke’ made at my expense. They usually refrained from leaving me too damaged to no longer be useful, but a few times...well I focused on the good they did for the town and that carried me through the nights when I lay awake in terror of my own memories. 

I was shaken from my reminiscing by another loud knock on my door. I finished throwing some clothes into my pack and opened the door. I was greeted by a well muscled woman with greying gold hair and robes covered in flowers. Maple smiled at me and pushed past me into the office. 


“Heard you were being roped into the latest hunt, Sarric. First dragon hunt?” She looked up to see me nod affirmatively. “Well, I doubt they’ll actually slay the dragon, but a dragon hunt always tends to be exciting. And dangerous. I came by to bring you some things that might prove useful on the trip. I went on a few dragon hunts myself when I was much younger, and even driving away a dragon can be trouble in ways you won’t expect.” 


I smiled as Maple launched into her lectures, stopping only to show some herb or mineral that pertained to the lesson at hand. I was orphaned at a fairly young age, and Maple had practically raised me. She was the mother I never had, teaching me her skills and caring for me like I was her own. Learning from her ended up coming in handy too. Healing let me be excused from having to practice combat training like the rest of the town. Anyone who could wield a weapon was required to drill with the hunters periodically in case of attack. The Duke and his forces were stationed far enough away to warrant the necessity. 


I realized I was drifting again when Maple snapped her fingers under my nose. She was taller than me and built like a tree, solid and enduring. “Lad, I know that mind of yours is prone to wandering, but this is important. A dragon isn’t simply a brutish beast that you can lure into traps. They are capable of taking on human form and they wield incredible magic. And most importantly, a dragon’s will is their own. They do not care for the laws of humanity and they claim territory wherever they desire. The goal of a hunt is to be irritating enough to make a dragon reconsider, but to also avoid provoking their rage to the point they feel inclined to make an example of you. Do you understand?” 


I tilted my head to the side, taking in her words while something about them felt off. “I thought we were meant to slay the dragon and only drive them away if we were unable to finish the job?” 


Maple sighed and shook her head. “Dragons are difficult to kill. They heal fast, they have a variety of shapes they wear like coats, and they are cunning.” She repeated these facts, trying to drive them home. “Truthfully, most if not all dragons will leave you be if you show them proper respect. They are somewhat vain, but fair. But the Duke wants this one gone and likely has his reasons. Maybe someone will get lucky on this hunt, take the dragon by surprise with a deadly blow, or reveal some hidden potential that lets them face off against such a powerful being, but I doubt it. No, Sarric, if at all possible, I think you should encourage the hunters to drive them away or bargain with them.” 


I sighed at this last bit. “Maple, you know the hunters don’t respect me. They’ll never listen. The best I can hope for is getting a good look at the dragon before they kill me along with the rest.” As usual, I left out the details of just how much the hunters hated me. I didn’t want to worry her more than I already did.


She looked concerned, but knew that I was right. “Well lad, maybe see if Teara can give some signs from on high to discourage them. I tried to warn Abel not to accept this hunt, but that man is stubborn as a mule and twice as foolish. Not to mention likely to ignore everything a woman says. I’ll pray for your safe return.” She grabbed me in a close embrace, patting my head as she did so. 


I felt myself relax as she held me. Maple is the only one who made me feel safe like this; I find myself recoiling if others tried to hold me or shake my hand. Too many pranks I suppose. I let myself enjoy the moment and then slowly pulled away. “Thank you, Maple. I’ll swing by the library on my way out of town to say goodbye, and also pick up some books to read on the journey.” 


She snorted at this. “Let me guess, more fanciful tales of dragons? Pity we don’t have anything a bit more concrete than legends. I’ll see if I can find any stories you haven’t already read several times over.” I smiled as she left. Maple was one of the only ones who knew of my fascination with dragons. Most people tended to view them as harbingers of evil, of destruction… only worthwhile as a challenge for heroes to face or a scourge to be driven away. Viewing them with admiration as I did was seen as yet another sign that I was somehow unfit in some way and needed correcting. I learned my lesson about sharing my fixation the hard way when I was young and I kept it a secret ever since. Only Maple knew that one of the reasons I chose to worship Teara was that the god’s symbol looked like a dragon fang surrounded by flames. I wore the symbol under my robes, against my chest, a comforting weight against all the nerves that were building up regarding the impending hunt. 


Chapter 2: Onwards, to Misery

Noon was approaching and I had much to do before setting out on the journey. I finished packing my traveling clothes, food for the road, and a map of the mountains. Being on good terms with the cartographers in town was always a wise decision when the hunters kept dragging you out into the wilderness, especially since they never liked to share the details of the trip.

After finishing packing, I made sure to spend some quiet time beseeching my god’s blessing. Teara, by virtue of only having their name and symbol known, was a fairly easy god to follow, since any rituals or observations were really left up to my own judgement. I sometimes would feel a slight warmth when worshipping that I took to mean my actions were appreciated. And sometimes I felt a chill when I misstepped, though thankfully that was a rarity. 


After spending time specifically devoted to Teara, I made sure to light the candles at the altars of the other gods, showing them the respect they were due. The pantheon did not meddle much in the affairs of mortals, but they were known to offer blessings here and there if you treated them properly. Felgran was the stuffiest of the gods, having rituals and rules for what felt like every occasion, but only required you to follow those rules if you were one of his priests or adherents. The priests in the capital worshipped him for this reason, preferring the structure compared to the freedom I was drawn to with Teara. 

It was noon by the time I finished, so I figured I had better set out now if I wanted to get to the Hunter Hall before they came looking for me. 


I stopped by the library, picked up the books from Maple, and continued along to the Hunter Hall. Rivermist is a middling town, neither large nor small, but it sprawls quite a bit. My small temple is located in the center of town, near the library. The Hunter Hall however? A glade at the edge of town. 


Why was it at the edge of town? Isn’t the point of these guys to be available to defend the town in times of danger? I grumbled internally yet again. The hunters hadn’t always been this way. According to generations before mine, there was a time when they took their duties seriously and theirs was a position of respect and duty. But I suppose any organization that gets to wield violence with little to no oversight will start lording it over the ones they are supposed to protect. 

I really don’t know what came first, the machismo or the entitlement, but your average hunter had both in spades. Most of the town put up with their demands of free food or special privileges because at the end of the day, the hunters did keep the monster population down. That being said, it felt like every year the hunters got more and more obsessed with their own legend. They tended to talk about themselves like they were the only ones who understood their mission, and everyone else took them for granted or actively undermined them. I knew a few otherwise nice fellows who joined up who only months later were joining in the harassment I faced. 


I shook my head a bit to clear out my thoughts before I got too angry. I’m not, by nature, a very wrathful person. I tend to be generous with others when it comes to mistakes and most people seem to respond in kind. But I suppose I couldn’t be blamed for a little bit of frustration towards a group that seemed to think I was the perfect target for abuse. I felt the magic at the core of my body heat up a bit at the thought and I quickly conjured up thoughts of the river that ran through town (and gave the town its name) to calm down again. I felt the fire in my chest fade to the pleasant warmth it gave off when my feelings were balanced. 


Magic was a comfort to me. I had eagerly volunteered for lessons as soon as I was old enough to, around age 12 or so, and excelled quickly. Magic was a nice alternative to the more rough and tumble pursuits the other boys seemed to enjoy so much. Physical health was important for some disciplines of magic, but magic at its core was about intuition and passion. Anyone could, with enough practice and training, cultivate a core of mana that could be molded to produce a variety of effects, from forming into water or sparking fire to moving small objects with your mind. Complex effects could be done via spell formulas and diagrams or by achieving specific mental or emotional states. I sometimes came across fragments in my reading that talked about even more methods that could be used, but details were lacking and I remained self taught with the limited resources we had. I surpassed the other mages in town relatively quickly as they were content with a few reliable spells here and there and had little interest in exploring further as I did.


There was a freedom to magic that I found wonderful. Trying new methods or learning new techniques was one of the few times I felt truly at peace with myself. It was like daily life was washed out, dull, and using magic let me tap into some vital piece of myself that brought colors into focus and sounds into clarity. Even my quiet observances in service of Teara touched on this feeling as it was a form of magic. I liked to picture my core as a blue flame, providing a comforting warmth that calmed and soothed me. 


I was pulled out of my pondering on magic by a sudden obstacle in my way, which I verified the existence of by smacking my face right into it. Ah, I had arrived at the Hunter Hall and walked right into the front door. Way to go, me. This certainly won’t give the hunters ammunition. I rubbed my nose to ease the sting and looked around. I saw that Henrik and Otto, Abel’s senior hunters, were chuckling softly to themselves at my pain. 


“Are you alright, Priestess?  We saw you heading right for the door, but thought you might be in contemplation with the divine and we didn’t want to disturb you, lest we anger the gods.” Henrik always had a puffed up idea of his own cleverness. The ‘priestess’ dig was one of the hunter’s favorite jokes. Sure, I wasn’t exactly a shining beacon of masculinity or anything, but they didn’t really care about the details. They just found the idea of being a woman to be unpleasant and lesser than them, so they hurled it as an insult directed at me frequently. I suppose it didn’t help that my traveling vestments were more of a tunic and a skirt than a more masculine robe like the town officials wore, but I found them comfortable enough and didn’t mind. They had been a gift from the duchy monastery and it would be rude to turn down a gift... even if they seemed to have strange ideas about what a priest of Teara would wear. 


“I’m fine, thank you for your concern. I’m here to see Abel about the dragon hunt. Is he in his office?” 


The hunters looked at each other and back to me, their faces twisting into the expressions of a predator that just found a new toy to play with. 


Otto responded. “Chief Hunter Abel told us to wait here for you, since he assumed you would be running late as usual. The expedition set out at noon and he expects you to catch up with them by nightfall. We remained behind to serve as your escorts, to make sure you didn’t get into any trouble. Wouldn’t want our favored priestess to trip over her skirt and twist her ankle, would we?” 


I sighed internally, careful to not let it show, when I realized exactly what the game was today. Abel had purposefully told me the wrong time so his chief minions had a pretense to make me miserable, knowing I was required to attend the expedition. I thought about going home, consequences be damned, but I wasn’t about to let him win. Also, this might be my only chance to see a dragon and I wasn’t going to pass that up. 


“Alright then, I apologize for my tardiness. I was in communion with the divine, you know how it is.” I felt the brief warmth of my god’s favor at this statement; they often seemed pleased when I was snarky with the hunters. “Lead on, oh valued hunters.” 


The men hoisted their packs on their shoulders and set out on the path leading out of town. Henrik was tall, lean, and swift so each stride of his devoured ground as he set a brutal pace. He knew I would struggle to keep up. I was surprised to see Otto match it, for he was closer to my height and much stockier in build. But Otto showed no signs of effort and he grabbed my pack as soon as I started to falter. 


“Oh, I forgot my manners. It isn’t polite to make a lady carry things when a gentleman is present,” he said with a sneer. 


I faked a grimace while secretly pleased. Unlike the hunters, I felt no need to defend my manhood and thought the constant jokes of being a woman to be the least bothersome of their barbs. After all, while they might view women as weaker or lesser, I had never understood that position. Barb the baker was as strong as most of the hunters, if not more so, from all her kneading and Maple had seen wonders and terrors that would have broken all, but the most resolute in her time as an adventurer. But for whatever reason, the hunters had associated their order with a puffed up form of masculinity and found it necessary to view anything outside of that as pathetic. 


We passed the rest of the afternoon without incident, which I was grateful for as that allowed me to ease my mind into the contemplative state I used for prayer and quiet the constant rush of my thoughts. We passed swiftly through the Stonewoods, a large forest that covered the foothills and eventually ran up to the Dusky Peak. The woods were used for travel frequently enough, so we had good roads and no monsters to speak of on the way. As night approached, we caught up with Abel and the expedition who were camped out along the banks of the river in a natural clearing. 


“I see you found our healer and kept him out of trouble. Good work, boys.” Abel seemed happy to see us, but also resentful that my presence was required. I never knew what it was about me that rubbed that man the wrong way, but he never hesitated to make his dislike of me known. “I had some of the junior hunters set up your tents, Henrik and Otto. His Divine Majesty will have to handle his own arrangements however.” Abel smirked at this, happy to have a chance to frustrate me further. 


This suited me just fine however, as it left me free to scope out the safest place to set up my bedding. It was a pleasant night and I had no need for a tent. I crossed the river with my magic, using it to turn the water to ice beneath my feet and melt in my wake, as I knew that few ,if any, of the hunters would be able to cross in the same manner. Any attempts to ford the river would be loud enough to wake me up and hopefully prevent any night time pranks at my expense. I grabbed a nearby rock and used a little trick to sculpt it into a bowl before washing it in the river. A little fire magic, my core heating up in kind as I shaped the mana, and I was able to make some tasty soup from my supplies. I smirked to myself as I looked over at the hunters’ camp and saw them struggling to chew through tough strips of dried meat and hard bread they had brought. Thankfully I was too far from them for them to see my smile or I might have paid for that one later. 


Pleasantly sated, I rolled out my bedding and settled in for the night. The stars twinkled merrily in the sky and I drifted off to sleep while counting them. As my eyes slowly closed, I thought it odd that for a moment something large blocked a portion of the sky from view, but it was gone in a flash and I was close enough to sleep to let it pass.
  


Chapter 3: Rude Awakening


I awoke to a very lovely morning. The sky was delightfully overcast in that way that promised rain, but not for a while (I do really love the rain), the birds were chirping quietly, and the screaming was--hang on, why was there screaming?


I shook my head and rubbed my eyes to clear the sleep from them and looked across the river. Every tent was gone and the hunters were milling about in rage. They also all looked absolutely drenched. I looked around my little campsite and saw that nothing was disturbed. I fetched my holy symbol from my pack and rolled up my bedding. I took a moment to fetch one of my more official looking mantles I brought just in case and draped it over my shoulders like a shawl. I immediately felt more confident and ready to tackle whatever bizarre events were going on across the river. A good outfit will do that for you, I’ve found. 


I repeated my little river crossing trick and looked for Abel among the shouting hunters. I spotted him directing a few hunters to try and organize the mess. He scowled at me as I walked up. 


“Morning, priest, so nice of you to finally join us. Would your mysterious patron have any insight or wisdom to share as to why all of our tents are gone and we got woken up at the crack of down by a freak microburst?” 


I blinked my eyes slowly, taken aback for the moment that Abel knew weather terminology. (I was an avid reader and you pick up some odd things reading through books, so I knew what he meant.) 


“I will...have to commune with the divine. I wonder how such a phenomenon could affect you all on this side of the river, but not me on the other side.” I hadn’t meant to say the last part aloud but sometimes my musing gets the better of me and I forget to guard my tongue. 


Abel’s expression grew even more annoyed. “Never mind your little playacting, little priest. Why don’t you use that fancy magic of yours and get a good fire going so we can dry out our things. Knowing our luck, the water will have ruined our supplies and we’ll be on lean rations while we hunt this beast.” He grumbled and shook his head as he finished speaking. I nodded and started looking for a good central portion of camp.


I was glad yet again that I brought my own supplies. I briefly recalled the shadow I saw crossing through the sky as I went to sleep last night, but I pushed it from my mind as I gathered up wood for a bonfire. I could create a fire that big purely with magic alone, but I didn’t want to have to drain more mana that I had to, given how frequently the hunters tended to get injured. Sometimes I swear they pay far less attention than they used to because they know I’m there to patch them up. With some fuel to keep the fire going, I set about molding mana from my core into the elemental flow of fire. My core responded well to the shaping, fire being one of the easiest varieties of elemental magic for me to work with. I sometimes liked to think it was because my core itself was like a little fire burning merrily in my chest. Setting fire to the branches was simple enough and in no time at all I had a nice blaze going. 


I was in a fairly good mood after seeing the hunters out of sorts, so I indulged and used a bit of mana to shape some sticks into a proper drying rack for the hunters to use. I hummed happily to myself as I worked, both from the joy of working with magic and because any magic involving plants seemed to work a little better with some song. It was a trick I had picked up from Maple, much of her work involving a good knowledge of plants and their quirks. The interesting bit with working plant magic is sometimes you get unexpected side effects. I was delighted to see little blossoms form on the branches making up the rack as my magic ran through them. Rather pretty really. 


“Hmmph, priestess can’t do anything without making it weird.” A rough voice behind me ruined the moment immediately. Henrik was throwing his things on the rack with nary a care. 


“Teara teaches that it is a virtue to appreciate the efforts others go to on your behalf. To spurn such gifts is to invite the displeasure of the divine.” I put on my most pompous priest voice while I held my holy symbol forth in an obvious show of piety. I stifled a grin as Henrik looked like he was going to respond, but the bonfire flared briefly and he nearly had his eyebrows singed. 


“Truly, the ways of the divine are mysterious. Blessings of the Pantheon upon you, good hunter.” I managed to stride calmly back to the riverbank before chuckling over his expression going from annoyance to surprise. Unfortunately, I was too caught up in my mirth to notice Otto approaching me from behind. Before I knew it, his foot reached out and hooked my legs as he pushed my back and sent me flying into the river. 

Now, if you’ve never been pushed into a river, you might not be fully aware of how incredibly unpleasant it is. Rivers tend to be COLD. I had been having a rather nice morning enjoying the misfortune of my usual tormentors and one of them had the unmitigated gall to ruin it? These were the thoughts racing through my head in a vain attempt to deal with the shock of how cold the river was. Thankfully, my rage caused my core to heat up, the internal fires of my mana reserves warming me and giving me the clarity to orient myself and breach the surface. 
I swam over to the shore, on the side where I had camped last night. I could hear Otto chortling under his breath as I tried to get all the water out of my vestments. 


“You alright, priestess? That river is mighty cold, it would be a shame if our precious healer fell ill due to her own clumsiness.” Otto shouted to me, thinking himself ever so clever. 


“I am not a clumsy priestess. I mean, I’m not a priestess, I’m a priest. And I’m not clumsy. I know very well who tripped me!” I grumbled to myself in an odd mixture of annoyance and delight. I mean annoyance and rage. Who would be delighted to be referred to like that especially after being dunked in a river?


Thankfully all these mixed emotions made it easier than usual to draw out my mana, emotional resonance is often very helpful in wielding magic, and I was able to coax the water out of my vestments without denting my reserves. Knowing my luck, I would just spend all my mana dealing with the fallout of the hunters’ pranks and then one of them would poke out an eye or some other such injury. 


Otto called to me yet again. “If you are done with your morning ablutions, your holiness, then pack up and get ready to move out. Leader says we’ve wasted enough time already and that dragon ain’t getting any less threatening while we dawdle.” He waited for me to nod back to him and walked back to the center of camp. It was going to be a long day.


◆◆◆

Well, I wasn’t wrong. It was a long day. A long day of nothing. Most of the hunters seemed to be too tired from being rudely woken up to come up with ways to make me miserable, so I got to enjoy a pleasant, but boring hike through the woods as we climbed higher into the foothills and approached the peak. We would likely reach the base of the mountain tomorrow, but it would be another couple of days to reach the summit, where the dragon was said to have their lair. 


I wondered what a dragon lair was truly like. The stories tended to be vague and contradictory on the subject. It was known that dragons liked to stake out territory to roam in and they would defend that territory if anything dared disturb it. It was sometimes said that dragons hoarded wealth from raiding nearby lands and demanding tribute from those in their domain. Others insisted that dragons had no need of wealth and instead carved wondrous, but bizarre homes out of the land. Crystalline caverns, floating islands, even trees turned to stone and hollowed out were said to be the creations of dragons establishing their nests. 


Thoughts like these occupied me along the hike. I had been dreaming of dragons since I was a child, several decades ago. I would spend long hours drawing dragons, reading about them, wondering what their scales felt like or what it would be like to soar through the sky like they did. I tried a few times to talk about such things with others, but it was like I was speaking another language. People would look at me as if I was mad and wonder why I would spend time thinking about such destructive beasts. But Maple was right, they aren’t beasts. They are beings of freedom, unbound by what others think or the roles imposed on them. Even the tales of their destructive nature seemed a bit overblown, considering there were several dragon domains that existed quite peacefully with the townships around them. 


I realized with a start that my daydreaming had gone on longer than I thought and night had fallen. I wondered why Abel hadn’t called to set up camp, but what bothered me more was how far ahead the rest of the expedition was. I jogged to catch up, catching the attention of one of the rearguard hunters. 


“Why haven’t we stopped for the night?” 


The hunter sighed. “Abel thinks we lost too much time with the delays this morning and wants us at the peak before we rest. I don’t know how he expects us to even find the damn thing in this darkness. The moons aren’t even out to guide the way. You step carefully, healer. I heard some of the lads ahead were up to some mischief, planning ways to make you stumble. I know they mean well enough, just a good laugh among the boys, but you can’t do us any good if you are weary from excitement. So stick close to me and I’ll try to keep you out of trouble.”


I was taken aback by this hunter’s kindly tone compared to the rest. He was an older man, his hair more grey than brown and his face worn by long days spent outdoors. I thought he seemed a little familiar, but couldn’t place him. 


My confusion must have been apparent since he chuckled and spoke again. “You patched up my leg last winter after I got caught in a trap one of the other hunters had set incorrectly. I would have been out for months if you hadn’t healed me. Some of these lads think such things are their due, but I remember a time when we were thankful for any goodwill sent our way.” His gaze was distant for a moment, remembering old times perhaps. “Anyway, the name is Gent. You’re Sarric, right?” 


I stared at him, unsure how to process what I was hearing. None of the hunters had ever been the slightest bit polite to me, much less treating me as a person. 


“Yes, that’s my name. Sarric.” I wasn’t terribly fond of the name, I was the only Sarric in town and it never seemed to fit me well. Still, I suppose I must be thankful that nobody had figured out a mean nickname based on it yet. “I appreciate the offer, Gent. A night hike is going to be miserable enough without whatever pranks they’ve cooked up.” 


He nodded. “Truth be told, lad, I’m not sure why they seem to have it out for you so bad. Seems a bit foolish to me to mess with someone who keeps you from death’s door. Nevermind the idea of messing with a servant of the divine. What did you ever do to get on the bad side of so many men?” 


I sighed. “I really don’t know, Gent. It's as you say, I heal them up without complaint, but they can’t seem to stop themselves from making my life miserable. Every time I get dragged along to one of these expeditions, it’s just mockery and pranks and abuse the whole way through. I can’t tell you what I’ve done to make them hate me because as far as I know, I’ve done nothing. But I never really fit in with any of these men when we were younger and I guess that bothers them somehow. Still, it is nice to know that at least one hunter isn’t trying to figure out how to give me new scars.” 


He gave me a thousand yard stare for a bit and then nodded and picked up his pace, pulling just ahead of me in a way that meant I was to follow. We walked like this for some time in companionable silence. It was nice actually. He pointed out a few little snares meant to trip me up and even one elaborate setup meant to make me stumble face first into a pile of rotten fruit. That would have been unpleasant. It was nice to relax my guard for just a moment. 


The night grew darker and darker as we walked, the forest closing in around us. Gent periodically pointed out the signs he was following to make sure we stayed on track with the expedition. After a while, I got tired of tripping over roots and having branches smack me in the face and so I used a bit of magic to amplify my night vision. I know some require words or formulas and other foci for all their magic, but I often found myself achieving the effects I wanted with intuitive actions. I saved those sorts of tools for specific kinds of work. I offered to do the same for Gent, but he just smiled and said he had worked out his own method years ago. I was surprised, most hunters all but ignored magic. 


Magic was a skill like any other, anyone could master the basics with as much effort as it took to learn to read. True mastery was something that had to be developed and took much more time and effort, but the basics were available to all. That being said, it seemed many of the hunters, the younger ones especially, had this notion that using any magic was cheating and that a true man would solve problems without such tools. I couldn’t even begin to grasp the logic there, but it did give me a bit more of an edge than I otherwise would have had against them. 


I peered ahead, wondering how far we were from the base of the mountain. My limbs were aching and tired from the exertion and the little spells of invigoration I was using on them were starting to prove insufficient. I was about to ask Gent how much farther he thought it was when the trees thinned and we reached a clearing. We were very close to the mountain and I could see the shapes of the hunters at the far edge of the clearing. I was about to call out to them when I felt wind whooshing behind me and a large shape passed overhead. 



Chapter 4: Butch on Black Wings

The dragon was here. And they were majestic. 


The night vision spell I had been using let me take in all the beautiful details, albeit with muted colors. The dragon soared on thick wings that stretched from their back, their tail ending in an arrow-shaped spike of keratin. Their claws raked the ground as they flew past the hunters, tearing deep channels into the soil and throwing up dirt to blind the hunters even more than the darkness was doing so already. There were panicked shouts as the dragon soared up into a hovering position, great wings throwing gusts of wind down at the frightened expedition. The dragon took in a deep breath and sent a burst of flame over the heads of their foes. 


I was taking out my holy symbol, ready to use it to focus my mana for healing when I realized something was a bit off about this picture. A dragon is an incredibly fierce combatant, difficult to fight even in the best of conditions (based on the books I had read), and this dragon had the expedition completely at their mercy. And yet not a single hunter had taken any serious injury. I realized that the dragon was trying to scare the hunters off, not wound them. I was confused as to why. 


I noticed Gent unsling his bow in a calm and practiced manner, restringing it and nocking an arrow in almost no time at all. I watched him infuse the arrow with wisps of wind aspected mana, spelling his arrow to fly true. He carefully aimed at the dragon, likely trying to hit one of the softer patches of scales where the wings met the back. I found myself looking in horror, my love of dragons fighting with the desire to see the mission succeed. I shouted before I could stop myself, a wordless cry that keened in the night air and drew the dragon’s attention. The arrow flew forth with incredible speed and pierced one of the dragon’s wings instead of their back. 


The dragon’s wings beat a few more times, but the tear in the membrane made it difficult for them to maintain their hovering position. I worried that they might crash to the ground, but it seemed like such a wound was not sufficient to completely prevent flight. As the dragon slowly lost height, I watched some of the other hunters steel their nerves and fire their arrows into the other wing. One or two pierced through, causing not even a fraction of the tear that Gent’s arrow had. Still, this seemed to be enough of a tipping point and I watched the dragon swiftly approach the ground. As they did so, their body became enveloped in a cloud of smoky ash, and I watched them shift from their full draconic form to a more human figure. 


The figure hit the ground and knelt in a crouch, absorbing the impact. As the figure stood, I stared awestruck at the beautiful woman before me. She was tall, wearing a form-fitting top that left her back and broad shoulders bare, with some kind of armored half-skirt at her hips and her muscular thighs clad in skintight leggings. Her shoulders and arms had clusters of obsidian scales that glittered iridescently in the light from the small fires around the clearing and were a sharp contrast with her scarred, tanned skin. Her figure was like that of statues of the war goddess, Lantra, condensed power in an elegant frame. I caught her eyes, blazing with inner fire, two thick horns at her temples curving back into sharp points. Her short red hair stirred softly in the night breeze, leaving her pointed ears on full display. Her tail, much smaller now, whipped in agitation.


Her square jaw was set in a fierce snarl, her small fangs bared as she glared at myself and Gent. She had a strong, prominent nose and scars along her cheeks, along with smaller clusters of scales. Her eyes seemed to shift from Gent to me, her gaze like daggers. 

Oh no, she caught me staring and I knew, I KNEW, that I couldn’t move. She was beautiful. My cheeks burned with the effect she had on me. Here was the draconic goddess of my dreams, fire and scale and fang incarnated into an unstoppable woman. In my innermost thoughts, I cursed Gent and the other hunters for daring to stand against her. I was awestruck, maybe a little smitten even. 


Her snarl shifted into the smile of a wolf who had spotted her prey. She was looking at the holy symbol held in my hands, like an act of defiance, like an act of prayer, like a penitent beseeching mercy from an uncaring storm. 


When she moved, it was like lightning crashing across the clearing. In a flash, she slammed her arm into Gent’s stomach, driving the breath from his body. I felt the displaced wind from her movement blow past my face. Such speed, such power. None of us could stand against this. Gent collapsed to the ground and she turned to me, that same smile fixed on her face. 


She opened her mouth and spoke, deep velvety tones wrapped around molten magma. “Yes, you’ll do just fine. Just fine indeed.” She raised her hand, the black nails on her fingers glittering exactly like her scales as she gestured behind her, magic surging through the air to create a wall of flames cutting us off from the expedition. I could only stand frozen as she did so, rooted to the ground as she walked slowly toward me, each stride a calculated saunter that I could not tear my gaze from. 


She raised her perfect hand once more and tapped me lightly on the forehead. “Sleep, little morsel. I have plans for you.” A burst of mana surged into me. 


My vision darkened as unconsciousness took me, and I knew no more. 


Chapter 5: A Nice Chat


I floated from dream to dream, each hazy and indistinct, but I felt impressions of warmth, of safety. Sleep slowly pulled away from me as I started to regain consciousness. The feeling of warmth stayed with me, my head resting on something firm, but comfortable. A pillow perhaps?

I wrapped my arms around whatever it was and pulled it closer, trying to hold on to that elusive sensation of rest. 

I heard a voice, muffled since I wasn’t yet fully awake, calling to me gently. I was confused; usually I slept alone in my quarters at the temple. Who could possibly be calling to me in such kind tones? Maple? I strained to parse what the voice was saying. The more I focused, the less familiar the voice was. I couldn’t recall knowing anyone who had a low, but melodic voice like that. 


“You’ve been sleeping for some time, little morsel. It is time to get up. Not that you aren’t rather cute snuggling up to me like this, but this position is putting some strain on my injured back so if you don’t mind…”


I opened my eyes in alarm and realized where I was. I was in some kind of cave, dotted with crystalline formations that glowed with a soft orange light. I was resting my head on a rather well-toned set of abs, scarred and tan. I scrambled back in a panic, pushing myself against the opposite wall in terror, all my feelings of safety turning to cinders and floating away. 


“Y-y-you! You’re the dragon! How...why...you aren’t going to eat me, are you?” My mind spun in circles of fear and wonder. I was sitting right across from a dragon. A DRAGON. Oh how I had dreamed of this day, and now that it had arrived, I was undone. 


She barked out a laugh, her fangs flashing in the dim light, and then subsided to a bit of dry chuckling. “No, no, I’m not going to eat you. My ex would never let me hear the end of it if I killed her former ward.” 


She paused for a moment and stood, towering over me in ways that filled me with a very confusing and complicated set of feelings. The dragon rolled her shoulders and manifested her wings, with one still torn from Gent’s arrow, but the other wing already healed. She sat back down, this time in a cross legged position that kept her back and wings away from the wall. 


She sighed, a sound of contentment rather than weariness. “I imagine you are very confused as to what is going on. Let me fill you in on where we stand currently. You accompanied an expedition of hunters sent by the dear old Duke to slay me, despite me being incredibly charming and an absolute delight. I messed with the expedition a bit, throwing all their tents in the river. Then I tried to scare them off with some flashy displays of strength. Unfortunately for me, one of their number was actually competent and tore a hole in my wing. But he was easy enough to take out, and the rest of the group had no hope of standing against me. Luckily for them, I wasn’t really there to kill them; driving them off was a little side project.” 


She had been staring upwards as she spoke, recounting the events. But now she turned that wonderful and terrifying gaze towards me yet again. I was lost for a moment in how striking her eyes were, red in hue with an intensity that almost seemed to glow with their own light. Her pupils were round like any other human at the moment, but I recalled how they had narrowed into vertical slashes in the heat of combat. I realized that I had been staring at her for longer than I thought as she was patiently waiting for me to regain my composure before continuing. 


“My main goal that night was not to deal with the hunters. Oh no, my main goal was to find you, little morsel” She smirked, a fang slipping past her lips as they curled upwards. 


I replayed her last statement in my head, trying to extract meaning in a haze of confusion and excitement. “Me? Why me? I mean, I suppose taking out the healer is a sound tactic in combat, but you didn’t kill me. You just...knocked me out and kidnapped me?” I couldn’t help, but raise my voice at the end, confusion bleeding into my words. 


She scratched at the back of her head as she listened. “I’ve known about the Duke’s plan to drive me out for a month or two now. Nobles tend to not like it when a dragon sets up her domain close by, since we aren’t exactly known for listening to their authority or paying taxes. Still, I kept to myself, and it looked like he was going to leave me in peace for the time being. Somehow, he got it into his head however that I was one of those hoarding dragons, y’know the ones from the stories that like to sleep on a bed of treasure? I still don’t know how that became a stereotype! It was one dragon, and he was a bit of an oddball.” 


“Anyway, one of the reasons I even set up my lair in the area was to check in on my old ex-girlfriend. We separated decades ago, but I’m still very fond of her, and she seems to like it when I visit from time to time. Maple-” 


“MAPLE?!?! My TEACHER is your ex-girlfriend?!?!?!” I spluttered and stammered while the dragon snorted, little sparks following her exhale. 


“What, she is hot! She was hot back in the adventuring days, and now she has this whole silver fox thing going for her.” She sighed longingly for a moment. “Anyway, she tells me that she has spent the last thirty years keeping an eye on a cute orphan who works as the local priest, and she was worried the hunters were going to force her favorite student to fight me. Which would probably end with a fair bit of death and maiming, and she didn’t want that. So she called in a favor and asked me to look out for you and keep you out of harm’s way. Which brings us up to the current moment. Any questions?” 


I barely heard her as my mind raced with the knowledge that not only did someone think my teacher, hell the closest thing I had to a mother since mine passed away, was HOT. Not to mention the someone in question was a dragon woman who looked like she could bench press my temple. Well, I did know that Maple used to be a fairly experienced adventurer... so it made sense that she might have run into a dragon or two. Especially with how she talked about them when warning me before the dragon hunt. And she did sometimes talk about how she missed all the ladies she ran into on her adventures. 


The puzzle pieces fit together in my mind, though there were definitely still some gaps here and there and I might have had to cut one of the pieces a bit to make it fit, but I was now caught up enough to ask questions. Questions. So many wonderful questions that I get to ask a dragon! The little piece of me that had remained from my childhood bubbled to the top, gushing about how exciting this was. I get to ask questions of the dread wyrm--hang on, I didn’t even know her name yet. Good thinking, brain. We should start there. And so I asked.

“Oh, right, my name. Teara’s tits, they didn’t even put my name on the bounty notice? Assholes. Anyway, my name is Onyx. And yes, I named myself for my scales because I’m not particularly clever and yes, Maple makes fun of me for it regularly. Anyway, I imagine you’ve got a lot more questions. Maple told me about your little... fascination.” Her smirk once more shifted into that fang-bared smile that sent a delightful shiver down my spine. “Makes sense though, the few people that are drawn to worshipping Teara tend to find us captivating, given that we are her favored children. And Teara likes to take an interest in those who find the freedom of her faith appealing.” She had pulled my holy symbol out from a pouch hanging on her skirt and was rubbing her finger along it as she spoke. 


“Favored children? Her? You know things about Teara?” I had never found anyone who knew details about the forgotten god. 


“Mmmhm. Of course I do, she is the one who created the first dragon.” She awaited my reaction with smug glee written all over her face. 


I pondered that revelation. It was a lot to take in. I’m finding out that the god I’ve worshipped, but knew next to nothing about is a goddess who apparently created the beings I’ve been fascinated with since I was a child. Something about that felt...strange. Was it coincidence or was there more to what Onyx was saying about followers of Teara being drawn to dragons? I had to know more. 


“You mentioned that people who find dragons fascinating also tend to be drawn to worshipping Teara, why is that?” 


Onyx’s smug grin widened. “Well, that has to do a bit with what Teara’s divine domain is and how that relates to us, dragons. There are a lot of things to cover. Before I start filling your pretty little head with the wondrous mysteries I’m privy to, I have a suggestion. This cave is not very comfortable, I chose it merely because it was close by and I couldn’t carry you all the way back to my lair with my wing injured. Now, my wing will heal up on its own, probably within a day or two. But I’ve heard you know a thing or two about healing magic. I never bothered much with it, my magical skills tend to run in other directions and with my draconic constitution, it never felt worth cultivating. Not to mention, Maple seemed to like patching me up when I got into trouble.” 


She paused, a wistful look on her face as she pondered memories. “Anyway, if you can heal up my wing quicker, I can take us back to my lair where we can talk in comfort. We certainly have the time, your hunter expedition turned back to town. I’d say we probably have a week or so before they muster up the courage to try again. Additionally, I’d like to get to know you better, little morsel. Maple told me quite a bit about you.” She lowered her voice, whispering to herself, “And clearly left out a few details…” her voice lowered enough that I couldn’t catch the last thing she said. 


“So, what do you say? Are you willing to trust a dragon in her lair for a week or so? I promise I don’t bite.” She bared a fang as she said this, but her expression told me she was kidding. At least, I hope she was. 


I nearly said yes, my excitement over talking to a dragon almost overriding my caution, but I held back and considered things. Dragons were known to be crafty, but it was said that they were honest with those who showed them proper respect. I wondered briefly if she was lying about knowing Maple, but something told me that a dragon ex-girlfriend definitely fit in with other things Maple had told me about her past, though she was always a little cagey on the details. 


Still, Onyx had clearly held back in regards to the hunters and she could have killed me at any time if she really wanted. I was respected and well liked back in town, but I don’t think holding me for ransom or anything like that would be beneficial for her. The town wasn’t particularly wealthy and the Duke certainly didn’t care about me enough to pay up. I felt my excitement surge again as I realized that I had plenty of good reasons to go along with her, for now. 


“Yes, absolutely! I want to know everything! I want to see your lair! I’ve heard so many stories of how different each dragon’s lair is and I’ve always wanted to see one!” I clearly was doing a wonderful job of containing my excitement and projecting an air of grizzled caution.

Onyx’s grin grew even wider and she held up her wing as she tossed me my holy symbol. I scurried over, my initial fear having long since given way to eagerness. I started running through my mental exercises to achieve the state of calm I needed for healing magic. 


Healing magic was tricky for a lot of people to use effectively. Most magic entailed taking mana from your core, shaping it via intuition or formula and patterns, and then taking the resulting effect and releasing it into the world. A fireball, for example, was a simple matter of attuning your mana to fire, which was much easier when your anger or adrenaline was high, and shaping that into a sphere. The mana would convert into a ball of fire that flew in whatever direction you pointed in it. An advanced practitioner would maintain a tiny ball of mana at the center of the fireball which would allow them to redirect it or change its attributes mid-flight. 

Healing magic, on the other hand, was difficult because everyone had an aura of magic that protected their body from outside mana influences. And healing magic had to be in the body when it was released or it wouldn’t work. Healing yourself was easier because you could generate healing effects within your own aura, but the mental and emotional states could be difficult to achieve when you are in pain. I had struggled with healing magic when I was younger, but becoming a priest entitled me to a bit of divine assistance. I knew not what special knowledge the gods had access to, but when working healing magic I would feel a warm glow envelop my mana and help me slip past the body’s defenses. I didn’t need any special reagents or runes to assist me like others did which was convenient since I found intuitive magic easier to use in general. 


I pulled some mana from my core and into my eyes, enhancing my vision so I could get a sense of Onyx’s own mana core and the pathways of her body that I would be sending my healing energies through. I was momentarily blinded as her core was much brighter and denser than I expected or had seen before. Even more curious was motes of ambient mana that drifted around her, a higher concentration than was normal. I noticed also that while her body’s mana conduits were similar to any other person I had worked on, she had additional conduits that constantly threaded small streams of mana from her core. Perhaps this was the source of the legendary draconic vitality? A constant pulse of healing magic flowing through the body would definitely account for it. 


I realized that my thoughts were starting to spiral into tangents, so I focused in on the hole in her wing. It looked like the hole had been torn right through one of her conduits and the edges of the tear had traces of elementally aspected mana that slowed the healing streams flowing to the area. Still, the healing mana was eating through the mana traces and I suspected that Onyx’s claim that she would be fully healed in a day or so was accurate. However, I could certainly speed that up. My enhanced eyesight allowed me to identify the elemental traces, wind aspected and augmented with stasis from the domain of time, and I attuned my own mana to opposing elements to nullify the effect. Gent’s empowered arrow trick was remarkably sophisticated, but I was known as something of a natural when it came to understanding magic. With the traces negated, it was a simple matter to infuse my own healing energy into Onyx’s existing regeneration. I felt the familiar warm glow of my god…or I suppose goddess’ favor envelop me as I worked. Within moments, Onyx’s wing was hale and hearty with not even a scar to show there was ever any damage at all. 


I felt a surge of pride at my work as many healers I had heard of were unable to heal as thoroughly as I could. I motioned to Onyx, letting her know that my work was complete, and she stood up to try some experimental flaps and motions with her wing. 


“Kid, you do really good work. Maple must be very proud. I think even she would have struggled to do as neat a job.” 


I felt my face grow warm as I basked in the praise. “Oh, it is nothing. Being a priest makes healing easier, that is all.” 


Onyx tilted her head curiously at me. “Who told you that? Teara favors you, I can tell that much. But serving her never made healing any easier for me. I think the skill is entirely yours, little morsel. Your magic is what she approves of. Teara is a goddess of freedom and chaos and your magic embodies those traits indeed. You direct it, but you don’t bind your will to it like a dog on a leash like many do. It was like watching someone ask a favor of a good friend. You should be proud, kid.” 


I was overwhelmed with joy. People rarely praised me like that and I was very much unused to anyone complimenting me with such sincerity. And to be complimented by someone who clearly understood magic better than me or the others in town? Wonderful. I stared at my feet, my hands grasping little fistfulls of my skirt... vestments. “You really think so? Thank you…” My voice was quiet, the words difficult to speak. Infrequent compliments meant I truly had no idea how to respond. “I’m not a child though. I’m in my thirties!” I rallied quickly, shifting focus off the kind words and on to her mocking terms for me. Though they didn’t feel mean spirited like I was used to. 


The dragon’s gaze softened and she looked at me with a gentle expression. “My apologies... priest. Sarric. I meant it as gentle teasing. Maple has told me so much about you and we had always talked about having kids so I suppose when she talked about you like you were hers...ah well.” Her eyes sparkled a little bit, her voice was shaky, and she turned her head up and away, regaining her composure. “Still, that is no excuse. I am sincerely sorry if I caused you any distress. Maple told me about how the hunters treat you and I should have realized my playful nicknames might come off as cruel as theirs.” 


I was surprised at her apology. Dragons weren’t known for admitting fault or showing humility. Stories tended to paint them as arrogant and egotistical. She was wrong though, her names for me hadn’t really hurt at all. It was kind of nice to have someone talk to me like that. If anything, her using my name felt somehow... hollow in comparison. I had only brought up the kid thing to try to stop her from praising me more and sending my thoughts spiralling.


“No no, it’s alright.” My voice was shaky. I took a deep breath before continuing. “Let’s be off then, I’m very excited to see your lair.” My excitement returned as my thoughts raced with fantasies of what her lair would look like. 


She regained her smug grin, picking up on my energy. “I think you will like it. It isn’t too much farther up the mountain. We’ll step outside and I’ll carry you up there in no time at all. I suppose I should ask, would you prefer I carry you in this form or would you be more comfortable if I carried you in my claws in my full dragon form?” 


Her consideration continued to surprise me. I realized in that moment that beneath her intimidating appearance, she was a big softy at heart. I could see now why her and Maple had been together. 


“Claws are fine. I trust you.” 


Her eyes sparkled again as she was clearly touched by the trust I was placing in her. I got the impression that it wasn’t something she got to hear often. She grabbed my pack from where it lay nearby in the cave and guided me to the entrance. My eyes burned in the light of the sun after the dim glow, but she waited until I adjusted before shifting her form. I gasped softly as her black scales caught the sun and once more gained that soap bubble shimmer I had seen briefly before. How could anyone feel emotions other than awe at such a sight was a mystery to me. She towered over me, her body at least three times as tall as me before counting the horns or her wings. She shifted into a sitting position not unlike a cat in repose and held out one of her claws. I stepped closer and lifted myself up, feeling her claw gently close around me. Her scales were firm but smooth and felt warm to the touch. I noticed that her talons retracted as I got into position, not quite receding out of view but clearly making it easier to handle things delicately. 


She waited for me to get situated and then gave a few more experimental flaps of her wings. Satisfied, she coiled her body and leaped into the air, her wings catching the wind and lifting her swiftly with each stroke. I marvelled at how smoothly she flew as the cave dwindled below us and we drew closer to the peak of the mountain. Giddiness filled me and my laughter was carried off by the winds as it sunk in that I was being carried by a dragon to her lair! This was beyond my wildest dreams. I couldn’t recall ever being happier than I was in that moment.


Chapter 6: ‘Neath the Earth

We reached the summit and Onyx gently landed on an outcropping in front of a rather unremarkable cave. She shifted back into her human form after setting me down gently. It was cold this high up, but the sun was shining without a cloud in the sky and kept me from shivering. Still, I was happy to duck inside the cave’s entrance without any delay. My eyes slowly adjusted to the lighting and I saw that within the cave, there was a long walkway with a drop-off on either side. At the far end of the walkway, rivers flowed from deeper in the cave and cascaded down to the chasm below it. The pools of water below shimmered, small spheres glowing with pink and blue light scattered along the bottom of the pool. The walkway was covered in soft moss and crystals grew in undulating patterns along the sides of the walkway, forming a railing of sorts. Pillars of crystal held more spheres to provide soft light and the roof of the cave was covered in another form of moss, this one giving off a blue luminescence. 


Onyx let me take in the sight at my own pace, gently leading me along as I turned my head from side to side, trying to see everything at once. We crossed the walkway and reached a wall, the rivers on the sides running parallel to the wall with their sources flowing from small openings. The wall contained an arched opening with a stone door covered in delicate silver patterns of leaves and flowers blocking the view deeper in the cave. Onyx shaped some of her mana into glyphs and pressed the glyphs into specific points on the door. It opened with a soft rumble. 


We continued to the room beyond which was a cozy space carved from the rock of the mountain. More moss carpeted the floor of the cave while stalactites with glowspheres embedded in them provided lighting from above. There was a kitchen on one side of the room with an oven carved into the wall and a sink filled with dishes set into a counter topped with slate. I do not know why the kitchen caught my attention first, but I did muse to myself that getting plumbing working must have been a challenge. The center of the room was dominated by a slightly sunken pit filled with pillows and blankets of all kinds while the side opposite the kitchen contained shelves filled with books. Directly opposite the entrance, there was a hallway that led deeper into the cave, with branching paths that curved out of reach. 


Onyx gently nudged me towards the pit. “Make yourself comfortable. My home is open to you and you may go wherever you wish. However, before I give you the grand tour of the rest of the lair, I thought I might make lunch and then we can have a nice chat.” She looked oddly nervous, her eyes searching my face for something, but I couldn’t quite guess what she was looking for. I flashed her a smile. My stomach groaned quietly at the mention of food. 


“Lunch would be wonderful, thank you. Your home is beautiful, at least what I’ve seen thus far.”  

Onyx practically glowed with joy, a satisfied smile on her face. She went over to the kitchen while I removed my sandals and set my pack down. I walked over to the book shelves, impressed with the selection. Books on various disciplines of magic, encyclopedias for lands I had never heard of, books on gardening and metallurgy, and a surprisingly well-stocked section of what looked to be stories of all sorts of women. Love stories, adventure stories, thrillers, and horror. The unifying feature being that they centered on women. I recognized a few of the titles, Maple had copies back in the town library and I had even read a few. I blushed when I realized that a lot of the common titles were the ones about women falling in love with each other and some of them were quite detailed indeed. Maple had always teased me for how much I had enjoyed those, but I found them far more interesting than the other stories about handsome men saving princesses and ladies. 


Onyx called to me as she bustled around the kitchen, opening hidden panels in the wall to retrieve ingredients within. One of the recesses was even covered in frost and condensation. “You are more than welcome to read any of the books that catch your interest. I don’t have any particular system, just return it to the section you found it when you are done. Ah, I forgot to ask: any food you don’t like that I should know about?” She seemed nervous again, clearly wanting to form a good impression. 


“I’m not a picky eater, Maple always encouraged me to be a little adventurous with food. We actually get together at least once a month to cook together. I always look forward to that.” 


Onyx smiled, a dreamy expression in her eyes. “Maple always was an incredible cook. She taught me, y’know? When we started adventuring together. I’ll never forget the first night I had cooking duty and I tried to use pyromancy to sear some steaks and scorched the outside with the inside still raw. She was so mad! ‘How the hell did you ever get your adventurer certification if you can’t even handle camp cooking!’ But she was kind and patient with me under all that bluster and before long I became a pretty good cook. Not nearly as good as her though.” 


She gathered some rather large eggs and some onions and mushrooms and set them on the counter. I noticed that part of the counter had a metal plate embedded into it, slightly raised from the surface. Onyx sent motes of flame mana into little crystals around the plate which began to heat up while she chopped the veggies and mixed the eggs. It was fascinating to watch her work, her movements sure and practiced and so similar to how Maple cooked. I found a comfortable spot in the relaxing pit to watch, surprised at how soft the cushions were. I suppose dragons are partial to their comforts like the rest of us. 


In no time at all, she had some very tasty omelettes made and sliced up some bread. I had to stifle a giggle when I watched her use her flame breath to toast the slices. Something about watching a dragon, a being feared far and wide, happily puttering around like a domestic housewife was incredibly amusing. Wait, domestic housewife didn’t really fit. Feral housewife. I couldn’t contain a little giggle over that. I did have to wonder just where she got all of her ingredients. Pondering that caused the mental image of Onyx, wearing a flowing dress that contrasted sharply with her toned physique, merrily going from stall to stall in a market as she shopped for the weekly meals. That image sent me into another fit of giggling. 


I let out a comfortable sigh as she handed me the plate and took her own spot in the pit. I don’t know exactly what it was about being around her, but I felt safe and comfortable, like I could just let down my guard and enjoy the moment. We ate in companionable silence, our attention fixated on the food at hand. And it was delicious. She was lying about not being as good as Maple. This was easily one of the best meals I’d ever eaten. There was a low table in the center of the pit and we set our plates down at nearly the same moment. Onyx sat back with a contented groan and stretched out before getting comfortable along the wall of the pit, her eyes on me as I did the same. 


“So, now that we are nice and full, how about we have a chat? I’m sure you have many questions and we have all the time in the world to discuss.” 


I nodded. “It is difficult to decide where to begin... but I am very curious to know what you know about Teara. I’ve tried for years, decades even, to find details about her, but nobody seems to know much at all. And I’m still waiting to hear about how she apparently created dragons.” 


Onyx waved a hand and the lights in the room dimmed to a comfortable low glow. “Well, there is a reason you wouldn’t find much about Teara. I mentioned before that she is the goddess of freedom and chaos. She stands apart from the rest of the pantheon. The pantheon are all divinities that Felgran either created or uplifted over the eons, their purposes assigned by him and each serving their place in his Great Design. He grants them domains and they are empowered by worshippers within those domains. A system that has worked fairly well for ages. Teara on the other hand, raised herself to divinity. I’ve heard that even Felgran is not entirely sure how she managed to do so and she herself is rather coy about it, when I’ve asked her about it.” She paused while my eyes nearly popped out of my skull at the implication that she just has casual chats with my goddess. 

She continued a moment later. “Teara serves as a sort of release for Felgran’s design. She is outside of his authority and planning, but her presence allows others who don’t fit in to have a place of their own. Felgran seems to understand and even approve of this, which is why the rest of the pantheon can’t entirely ignore her or refuse to respect her.” 


“Teara favors and shelters those who are misfits and outcasts. She approves of people charting their own paths and living in ways that fulfill them. It is with that in mind that you can understand how and why she created the first dragon.” Onyx raised a finger and a steady stream of fog filled the air above the table. I watched as shapes and colors painted the fog as she spoke, the images corresponding with her story. “Long ago, there was a woman born in a city by the sea. Unfortunately for her, her parents mistook her for a boy. She spent her youth trying to convince them and the others around her that she was a woman, but they were set in their ways and decided they knew her better than she knew herself. They treated her cruelly when she asserted her identity and she suffered for years. Her rage grew and grew and the goddess took note of her.” 


Onyx’s expression grew cold and strained as she described the woman’s pain. The fog showed the cruel people shearing the woman’s hair and destroying the beautiful things she clung to. I felt a deep discomfort at the scenes, but could not look away. 


“Teara praised her for her resilience and her strength in staying true to herself. The woman glared at the goddess and said that she needed no praise, for what good was that to her? She demanded a boon from the goddess, saying that if Teara truly stood for freedom then she should help the woman to be free to live and not just survive. 

The goddess was pleased. 


‘You are right to mock my praise and demand my support. I see that empty words will not aid you, for your will is iron and your determination blazes like the sun. You need no platitudes to cling to. So, I will grant you the boon you seek. I will grant you a form that suits your power and that will shield you against those who would see you broken. Wings to soar to lands of your choosing, talons to carve your path, and scales to armor and adorn you, so that all are forced to recognize your majesty.’ 

The goddess was true to her word and Luna the First Dragon took to the skies. Her tormentors pleaded with her, trying to excuse their crimes with empty claims that they only cared about her. She repaid their cruelty with fire and fang. When it was done, she perched at the highest point of the city by the sea, alone. For all had been complicit in her suffering. When her rage was spent, she found new aspects to her gift and took on a human form once more, only now her form was as radiant as her soul. Teara walked beside her and asked Luna if she felt empty now that her justice was served.” The fog showed a tall woman standing above a shattered city, ashes on her face and her long hair streaming behind her in the breeze. She stood clad only in her skin and scales, her horns jagged and worn, her tail curled around her leg. Another woman stood next to her, looking thoughtful. 


“Luna answered the goddess: ‘I am content with my works. Now I am free of this cage and can truly begin to live.’ The goddess was pleased and told Luna that she and others like her would always be favored by Teara and that the gift was hers to share. For there would always be those who would force others into the prisons of their designs and dragons would remind them of the frailty of cages. Luna made the shattered remnants of her home into her lair and it is said that she created beautiful gardens and monuments with the peace she had claimed. In time, others were blessed with Teara’s gift, some who were gifted by dragons, some by the goddess, and some who were born of dragons. Never many, for those suited for Teara’s gift were rare and most were content within gilded cages. But dragons endure and remind the world of the frailty of order.” Onyx finished her story as the fog showed the image of a dragon in flight, free to soar the skies. I sat quietly as the fog vanished and the lights grew brighter. 


I licked my lips, my throat suddenly dry as I struggled to ask the questions that burned in my mind. “You said that Luna’s parents and neighbors mistook her for a boy. How is such a thing possible? Wouldn’t it have been obvious?” 


Onyx tilted her head curiously before understanding glittered in her eyes. “Ah, I forget that Rivermist is a bit of a backwater. I’m a little surprised that Maple never talked about this with you. For most people, the form that bodies take determine one’s nature and they never question if there are other possibilities. For Luna, and myself, our bodies didn’t match the shape of our souls. In other lands, people like me are recognized for who we are and it is accepted when we declare ourselves. In some cultures, we are even worshipped as signs of the infinite mystery of the world. But in other lands, including the one you live in, our existence is unknown or purposefully denied. People take comfort in believing they know how the world functions and that everything fits into well defined roles. Anything that reveals the lie is treated with scorn and ridicule. Teara’s gift is meant to try to shelter those whose fire would otherwise be smothered.” 


My mind reeled as I tried to process what she was saying. I had always assumed that one was born a man or a woman and there was no question. The idea that there could be people who stood apart from that idea, whose natures and gender could be something else...my mind pulled away from trying to follow that concept further, like a child recoiling from a fire after burning their hand. And Onyx said that she was like Luna? My confusion grew. How could anyone mistake a someone like Onyx for being anything other than what she was: a beautiful and powerful woman. 


She watched me with a thoughtful expression though I barely registered her presence anymore. My thoughts were racing out of control and my awareness closed in around me until I wasn’t even sure if I was breathing. I felt like there was something, deep in my mind, that stirred at her words, but I couldn’t find it. It danced out of my reach. My chest ached as a tight knot formed there, my emotions blazing out of control. I felt gentle hands take hold of me and lift me. 


“Sarric, it is ok. You’ve gone through a lot, but I’ve got you. Take your time and rest, nobody will hurt you here.” Her tone was soft and warm, covering me like a blanket. I felt myself calm as my thoughts quieted and I felt sleep begin to take me. I clung to her like a child and she hummed a little song. The song followed me as I fell into dreams. 


My dreams were fragmented and hazy, memories of my youth surrounding me like bubbles. But the memories were off, the colors all washed out and the emotions dulled. Muffled sounds reached my ears but I had to strain to understand the words. The voices of the boys I grew up with, the hunters they became, mocking me for not being like them. I pleaded with them, trying to make them understand that I was trying and I didn’t know why I was different. I got better at hiding, at acting the part they wanted, but it wasn’t enough. Eventually the dreams ceased and I knew only darkness. 


I woke slowly, covered in soft blankets and surrounded by comfortable pillows. My dreams faded quickly from memory, leaving me with only a sense of unease like a splinter in my mind. My body felt well rested, but my mind felt drained like I had cried for hours, though I hadn’t done so since I was a child. I looked around the room, taking in my surroundings. I was in a bedroom, that much was clear, the walls covered in soft tapestries showing tranquil forests. More glowspheres hung from the ceiling, their light nearly extinguished. I imbued my eyes with magic and saw runes on their surface that would determine how bright they glowed. I sent some mana to the spheres and the room grew bright and cheerful. I saw a chair by the door with some clothes set out on it, my own clothes from my pack, and a note. 


“It has been a day since we arrived at the lair, you’ve been catching up on your sleep. I hope you don’t mind me searching through your pack for the clothes, but I figured you would want something clean and comfortable when you awoke. The door across the hall from you leads to a bathroom, feel free to wash up and see me when you are ready. -Onyx”


I felt a tired smile as I read. It was a bit funny that I had ever been frightened of her, she was a big softy. Even Maple was rougher with me than Onyx. It was a fascinating contradiction from what I had thought dragons were like. 


I gathered up my change of clothes and crossed the hall to the bathroom. It was fancier than I was used to, there was a sink that once again made me wonder how she got running water working, a mirror--


There was a bathtub that had glowspheres embedded in it and a strange spout coming out of the wall above it. I fiddled with the glowspheres in the ceiling, turning them way down low and the ones in the tub just up high enough for me to see. When the lighting was just right, I stripped down and activated another glyph near the strange spigot. Water streamed out from it and I grasped its purpose finally. I fiddled with some of the smaller glyphs, figuring out that they controlled temperature. When I had it just the right degree of hot, I stepped in and quickly washed off all the grime from travel. A recess in the wall contained soaps that smelled absolutely divine, like flowers in bloom after a rain. I lingered a bit longer than I normally did when washing up, enjoying the feel of the soft soap on my skin and the dull beat of the water falling on me. My mind wandered and I found myself wondering why I had such a strong reaction to Onyx’s story. A vague sense of unease had settled in as she was speaking and it had yet to go away. Or maybe it had been there all along?


Something about it felt familiar, but I couldn’t imagine how. Surely if I had felt such things before, I would have noticed it. Maybe I just felt sympathy for Luna’s pain before she was able to be free? My thoughts turned to imagining what it must have been like to soar the skies for the first time, to feel the sun on scales, and to know that you could go wherever you wished. I envied her and Onyx as well. Onyx had said that the goddess’ gift could be shared... no, there was no way I could ask her about something like that. Surely that was the sort of thing that had to be earned and only important people could receive such a gift. And I wasn’t important. Just a nobody priest from a backwater. Yeah, Sarric, stop the daydreaming and be realistic. 


I activated the glyph again to shut the water off with a regretful sigh and looked around the bathroom again. I spotted some towels that turned out to be incredibly soft and I was able to dry myself off easily enough. I hurried and put on my clothes, happy to be covered up once more. The hunters might tease me for my vestments, but they were some of the comfiest clothes I owned and I always felt better when wearing them. 


I marvelled at the sophistication that I had seen in Onyx’s lair as I went to leave the bathroom. It isn’t like Rivermist didn’t have plumbing and such, but those were reserved for bathhouses and other public buildings. Having them in your own home? Stories of dragons enjoying luxury weren’t as far fetched as Onyx had made it sound it seems. I would have to ask her about that later. 


I wandered through the halls trying to find where my host was. I was stunned once more at how much plant life was growing within her lair. Cave flowers and soft mosses and walls covered in ivy were everywhere. Maple had always had a way with plants and it seemed her former lover shared that enthusiasm. In many ways, the lair felt like home. 

My unease faded a bit as I wandered though it didn’t vanish completely. I found my way back to the entrance of the lair, but saw no sign of Onyx there. Turning back to the hallways, I followed them until my skin tingled with the feel of magic being worked. Tuning my vision, I was able to see those motes of mana I had noticed around Onyx before, but now they were streaming towards the end of the hallway, through the first wooden door I had seen in the lair. It too was covered in soft ivy vines with leaves tinged silver. I hesitated before opening the door, worried I was interrupting something important, but I remembered that she wanted me to treat this place as my home and told myself that she would have warned me if there was danger. 


The sight that greeted me took my breath away. The door opened into a large cavern that had large crystalline spheres embedded in the ceiling. They weren’t glowspheres, they were transparent crystals that light streamed through. The cavern was filled with all manner of plants, like a subterranean nursery. And a good many of the plants were strange, their leaves shimmering like metal. Some were bushes that had what looked like gemstone berries glimmering among their fronds. A few trees grew near the rear of the cavern, their white bark threaded through with veins of obsidian and slate. 


My host stood in the center of the cavern, by a spring that was clearly the source of the streams I had seen elsewhere. She was singing softly to herself in those velvety tones I had heard before, but without the deep rumble that was present at the battle. This was Onyx in the act of creation, not destruction. She had threaded flowers through her hair and she was wearing only a bra and sarong with some shorts. Combined with her draconic features, she looked like some primal nature spirit. Her muscles glittered with the sweat of exertion though I could tell that it was from complex magical workings and not some other form of exercise. My magical vision was still active and I could see the threads of mana pulsing in the plant life and the ambient mana gathering into starburst motes of life energy. 


Onyx finished her work with a happy sigh and I saw a small bed of flowers in front of her that soaked up the magic she had been shaping. She grinned as she saw me staring and beckoned me closer. 


“I’m glad you are finally awake. I was a little worried when you were asleep for so long, but you’ve been through a lot lately and some rest seemed like a good idea.” She paused, looking at me closely in a way that made me feel like she could see right into my mind. “Sarric... are you alright? I promised Maple that I would take care of you and I’m here if you need anything at all.” 


I gave a half hearted smile and shrugged. “I’m alright, I think. It is just a lot to take in. One day I’m living my nice quiet life and the next I’m meeting you and finding out about Teara and also things about Maple I never knew and--'' I paused and caught my breath, halting my rambling long enough to collect myself. “Well, I think it is just a lot to process. Still, you said we have a week or so before the hunters make their way back out here, right? I’m looking forward to spending that time here. This place already feels like home, especially with how kind you’ve been to me.” 


Onyx beamed at me and pulled me into a hug, though she paused to make sure I was okay with it. She was warm and bigger than me, so I felt enveloped in a blanket of scale and muscle. And sweat. I laughed a little as I pushed away. “I just finished washing up and you are getting your sweat all over me.” I smirked to make it clear I was kidding. 


She looked embarrassed as she scratched the back of her head. “Sorry about that, Sarric. I get lost in my work sometimes and forget how much exertion it takes!” She flashed me a cheesy grin. “But come! Let me show you what I’ve been working on. I think you’ll like this little project.” 


She walked me through the nursery and explained that she was trying to find ways to grow plants underground that normally required far more sunlight. “Those crystals in the ceiling are actually long tubes that go all the way to the surface. They are hidden in the rocks but they gather in sunlight and direct that down here to the cavern. I’m still tinkering with the exact amount I need combined with magical assistance, but as you can see, the results are promising! I was also very fortunate to find this spring as it is perfect for my project. It has just enough minerals in it to make it perfect for the magic I’m developing.” 


I looked at her in confusion and then around to the oddly metallic plants. 


“Noticed that, did you? I’m trying to find ways to blend earth and plants, to grow metals and gems for when I need them. I trade such things for supplies I need and I’m hoping to perfect the process to share with others.” 


I muttered that this felt like a rather strange hobby for a dragon. She got a good laugh out of that. 


“What did you think we would do with all this time on our hands? Dragons are effectively immortal, we stay healthy no matter how old we get, and unless something strikes us down, we just keep on living. Most of us find hobbies to interest us or simply enjoy all the things life has to offer. Personally, I tend to spend my time with magical experiments, catching up on my reading and cooking, and sometimes just travelling around the land, seeing what new things there are.” 


I tried to imagine what it would be like to live like that, to be free to pursue whatever whim or fancy without having to worry about my next meal or shelter. “Wouldn’t that get boring after so long?” 


Onyx looked thoughtful at that, but shook her head. “I’ve met a few dragons who eventually got tired and decided to spend their time resting away until the world changed enough to interest them again. Still others, a very small group, will decide that they’ve lived enough and find a place to rest eternally. But for me and most others I’ve talked to or heard of, we are so happy to finally be ourselves that each day is a joy to be savored. No matter which path we take, Teara watches over us, and when we pass, she greets us as an old friend. Some choose to be reborn, others to dwell in her divine domain, still others seek oblivion. Teara respects our choices and only wishes for us to have the chance to choose.”


She sighed. “The goddess would like for all to have those chances, but Felgran has his own thoughts on the shape of the world. They sometimes clash, but over the ages they’ve settled into a compromise. Felgran doesn’t interfere with Teara’s children and we are discouraged from interfering too much. Though a little chaos here and there to shake up the order is not always unwelcome, no matter how Felgran’s priesthood might grumble about it.” 


I looked away to listen as she spoke, letting my eyes wander over her garden. I was pleased to finally be learning more about my goddess and to find that her nature was exactly what had drawn me to her priesthood in the first place. My eyes caught on something about the flowers she had been working on and I focused on them. They were white lilies of a variety I was familiar with, Maple was fond of them. But in the center of each flower there was a green gemstone. A peridot. Which was also Maple’s favorite stone. 


I gave Onyx a wicked smile as she noticed where my attention had gone. “Little projects huh? Like growing a certain someone’s favorite flower and gem?” 


She blushed deeply, her usual confidence fading as she chuckled softly. “Listen... Maple was my first love. I... well, I still care about her deeply and I may have moved my lair here to see if she might be interested in maybe dating again. I’m growing these flowers while I try to find the right way to ask her. Do you think she’ll like them?” 


I grinned. “I think she will love them. She always did have a soft spot for mushy, romantic stuff like this. And it might be nice to see her with someone, she hasn’t really dated anyone in all the time I’ve known her.” 


Deep down I envied Onyx. Not because I wanted to date Maple, that would be weird. But there was just something about relationships between women that I found mesmerizing. There were a few lesbian couples in town and I had always been oddly jealous when I saw them together. The hunters sometimes talked about them too, but I could tell that when they spoke excitedly of those couples, their interest was very different from my own. I had read many stories depicting lesbian love trying to figure out what it was that drew me so, but I could never figure out what it was. 


“Onyx, can I…” I hesitated, I had spoken before I realized the thoughts that had bubbled to the surface. “Can I ask you a bit about what you meant when you said that you and Luna were alike? That is, if that is something you can talk to me about.” 


She gave me a knowing look and her face grew serious, but not angry. “I would be happy to, Sa--priest. Let me wash up and change into something more suitable.”


Chapter 7: Density Dispelled

We met back up in the main chamber after Onyx washed up. She had changed into something that oddly resembled my own vestments and we sat in the pit again. I held on to one of the pillows as I waited for her to start. 


Onyx opened her mouth and then closed it. Narrowed her eyes and muttered to herself, then shook her head. She gave me an apologetic look. “No matter how many times I have this conversation, it never seems to get simpler. So, I told you a bit about what it was like for Luna, right?” 

I nodded. 


“Well for women like Luna and myself, we are trans women. Transgender women. That means that our genders don’t match what others assigned to us. There are also trans men and plenty of trans folks who are neither man nor woman or are both or shift between different states. Sexuality and gender identity are like water and all of our containers—our terms—are cracked and invariably fail to hold things entirely. Are you following so far?” 


I frowned. It sort of made sense, but how would someone even know if they were trans? I didn’t realize I had said that thought out loud until Onyx spoke again. 


“Well, it can be different for everyone. Some people realize at a young age. Others figure it out when they are much older. Some people feel a disconnect with their body or parts of their body cause them discomfort. Sometimes the discomfort comes from being treated as a gender that isn’t theirs—like if someone tried to treat me like a man, I would find it very unpleasant. Some people don’t feel the discomfort at all, but they feel joy when they are treated in ways that match their identity or when they can change their bodies to be more comfortable. Sorry, this all probably sounds a bit technical if you aren’t familiar with it.” I nodded along. Some of this was making sense, and yet other parts were confusing. 


“What I’ve found to be helpful is sharing my own personal experiences. Everyone is different, but there are shared experiences among us. For example, if someone found they related to what I’ve gone through and how I feel, then I think that would be a good reason for them to explore their gender a little.” 


That made sense to me, though I wasn’t entirely sure what she meant by exploring gender. How could you do that? I waited for her to continue. 


“I was raised as a boy growing up. My childhood was fairly uneventful. Most children are treated the same whether they are boys or girls and the differences were small enough that I didn’t pick up on the fact I didn’t fit in with the boys around me. As I got older and went through puberty, the differences were more pronounced, and the people around me could tell something was different, but they couldn’t tell what. Neither could I. I didn’t have the words or experiences to help me navigate my feelings. I withdrew into myself, going through the motions every day. I existed, but I didn’t live. Everything was dull and muted. I assumed this was just how everyone felt. Most people were kind to me, I only had a few people who were cruel because I was different. In that respect, I was fortunate. But still I languished. Friendship, romance, family even, all the connections that most people take for granted eluded me. I couldn’t connect because I was just a tiny core hidden behind masks. I learned how to fake happiness, how to behave enough like the other boys that people decided it was just a phase. But the unease grew.”


She winced a little as she recounted. “As I grew older, I tried to figure out what it was that was different about me. I got along better with the women around me than the men, but even that was strained as I perfected my masks. I thought maybe it was just because I lived in a boring city and just needed to get out there and see the world. So, I honed my magic and got my certification as an independent adventurer. I did alright in the early days, but my health was poor due to neglecting my body and I survived purely on my magic alone. Eventually I decided that I needed a partner to cover my shortcomings. And that was when I met her. Maple.” Her face lit up and her speech grew more energetic. 


“Maple was everything that I was not. She was strong and capable and confident. I was attracted to her from the moment I laid eyes on her. I couldn’t tell if I wanted only to date her or be her. She was already a somewhat renowned adventurer when we met and was way out of my league. But she had seen me struggling with my contracts and I guess she wanted to help. With my pyromancy and her strength and nature magic, we completed contract after contract. We travelled far and wide, exploring and travelling to wondrous places. For a time, my unease dimmed. I felt safe around her and every bit of praise and encouragement she gave me pulled me a bit more out of my shell. Things went on like this for a few years and finally I felt confident enough to ask her out.” 


Onyx let out a pained laugh. “That was a mistake. I somehow hadn’t picked up on the fact she was gay despite all our travels and all the ladies she flirted with along the way. And I think because she had always treated me as her companion, I forgot that she saw me as a man. And I thought I was too. So she rejected me, although she was gentle about it. I was heartbroken. We tried to continue adventuring together for a few months after that, but I sunk further and further into depression and Maple could tell there was more to it than just the rejection. She guided me to a monastery that was known for healing physical and mental afflictions. Maple had spent time there as a child, recovering from a wasting illness that the monks were able to treat.” 


I interrupted briefly. “Is that why she took up healing when she moved to Rivermist? I always wondered why an adventurer would retire to be a small town healer.” 


Onyx nodded. “Yeah, she was always trying to help out others as a way of repaying the monks’ kindness. They refused payment, you see, for their services. The gods encouraged people to donate and keep the monastery going, but no one was ever charged for healing. So that is where she left me, in the care of the monks. The monastery was dedicated to all the gods, including Teara, and the divine support ensured that the monks could focus their all on learning how to help people. It was truthfully the best place she could have taken me. It was one of the few monasteries with a Tearan priestess. Tearan priests are rare, but out of all the gods, Teara is the one who cares most for queer folks.” 


“Queer folks?” I had heard the term mentioned before, but always in passing and without sufficient context to understand. 


“Yeah, that is what we call someone whose sexuality or gender fall outside the typical understanding. That doesn’t make non-queer folks more normal or natural or whatever. Just a handy way to describe something that is hard to describe otherwise. Trans folks like myself are included in that. I spent long hours talking with the priestess, Agatha, and she slowly pieced together the heart of what was bothering me. She sought guidance from Teara, because there are many ways to address the struggles I was facing. Teara herself spoke to me in her temple and asked if I would like to receive her gift. She warned me that the gift would be life changing and if I was unhappy with it, she could remove it, but it would take time. I figured I had nothing to lose and so I agreed.” 


I gasped softly. “Is that how you became a dragon?” I was clutching a pillow tightly, fixated intensely on her story. 


She nodded. “There are three ways that dragons enter the world. The first is to be born of dragons, for the gift can be passed to children. The second is to be given the gift by another dragon. And finally, to have Teara herself bless you. The first and second methods are limited. Once a dragon has a child or gifts another, they cannot do so again for a decade. This was a condition from Felgran, lest Teara’s favored overwhelm the world and plunge all into chaos. Teara herself is not limited, but she chooses people for reasons known only to her. In all my years of serving her, I’ve yet to figure out why she chose me.” 


“What was it like?” I asked in a quiet whisper. 


Onyx looked at me with an expression of pure bliss. “Before the gift, I was a shell pretending to be a person. The gift changed me, empowered me, but most importantly it gave me a body that finally felt right. For the first time in my life I felt connected to my body and the world. Colors were brighter, I felt like a haze lifted from my mind. Truthfully, until Teara blessed me, I hadn’t put it together that I was a woman. Suddenly I understood why Maple’s rejection had hurt me so much. And why I had struggled with so many things. The draconic elements of the gift took more time to acclimate to, but my human form felt right instantly. I nearly broke poor old Agatha’s spine trying to hug her and thank her for beseeching Teara for me. The goddess and Agatha were almost as happy as I was. I spent some more time in the monastery, getting used to my new self and learning more about Teara. I dedicated myself to her worship, figuring that was at least a small way I could try to repay Teara’s gift. But Teara herself said that she only wished for me to live my life fully and asked only that I try to help others like me when I had the chance.” 


She gave me a wistful look and waited. We sat there in silence for a time, though I know not how long. I tried to process everything she had told me. I wondered what it would be like to feel whole like that. To have so many doubts and struggles answered fully and completely. My chest felt tight and pained as I realized I was envious of Onyx yet again. Long forgotten memories pounded at the gates of my mind, demanding to be released from whatever dark corner I had locked them away. Memories of staring on in envy as the girls around me went about their lives, feeling crushed that I had to go train with the boys. Older memories of spending time with those same girls and enjoying their friendship, before the boys harassed me for being where I didn’t belong. 


My mouth felt dry and my tongue felt heavy. I tried to speak and the words refused to come. I clutched the pillow tighter, trying to focus on it so I could speak. I didn’t even know what I wanted to say. I had thought I was content. I had an important profession. I helped people. I had people I was close to, well I had Maple. So many pieces of Onyx’s story resonated with me. But was I just pretending? Pretending what? My thoughts swirled around some kind of realization that refused to budge. 


A soft voice spoke in a strangled tone. “Why do I want that? Why do I want to be a girl? I can’t. It...it isn’t allowed.” It took me a moment to realize the voice was mine. Hot tears rolled down my face. Until that moment, my desire had lain buried deep and now it was out in the open.
  

I felt Onyx wrap me in a warm embrace. She brushed my hair softly as I wept. “Shhhh, it’s ok. It is going to be ok. You are safe here and it is allowed. I won’t let anyone tell you otherwise.”


“But...what if I’m not like you? What if I’m just trying to hide from my struggles...what if I’m just faking it or--” My tears fell faster as I felt fear and doubt take hold of me. Onyx pulled back and placed her hands on my shoulders. She gave me a gentle smile. 


“Nobody else can decide who you are. I can’t tell you and neither can anyone else. But I can guide you and I am here to support you no matter what. And you want to know who spends time wanting to be a girl, dreaming of it?” 


I shook my head, I hadn’t mentioned the dreams, but they had come surging to the surface. “Who?” My voice was so quiet now. 


Onyx leaned in close, speaking softly into my ear. “Girls like me...and you.”


I felt a shudder go through me, my entire body electrified at those words. I felt a moment of brief joy so intense that it was almost painful. I had pretended for so so long that my dream was impossible and so I never shared it with anyone. But she understood. 


Onyx noticed my shudder and gave me a knowing smile. “How does it feel to have someone call you a good girl?” I felt another jolt and warmth spread along my face. 


“Feels pretty good.” I mumbled quietly. “But...it can’t be that easy, can it? Wouldn’t every guy be a girl if it was this easy?” 


She collapsed into a fit of laughter, tears streaming down her face. “Hahaha, I’m sorry, it just somehow gets me every time how we are all so similar in the oddest of ways. No, guys really don’t dream of being girls. Oh, you might find a lad or two who would like to try being a woman for a day maybe, as an idle fancy. But if you pushed them on it and asked if they would be that way forever, they would refuse.” She composed herself and looked at me. “If you are unsure, there are a few things we can try if you are comfortable with them. It's not a matter of proving if you are trans enough or something like that, just seeing what feels good to you. Would you like that?”


I nodded, not trusting myself to speak. I still felt tears rolling slowly down my face, but I felt like a great weight had been lifted. 


We talked for a while longer as night fell. Onyx explained to me the various ways that dysphoria and euphoria could manifest and told me that one of the simplest things to try was to just vary up my presentation. My hair was already fairly long and a bit of creative cutting and styling would make it look feminine. I had a short beard that I kept just neat enough to be presentable, but I hated shaving with a passion. Onyx had chuckled over this bit and told me that a ‘denial beard’ was common enough. She showed me how to use magic to get rid of it in a flash and I felt much better. We spent the next couple of days trying out various things. Onyx had pointed out that my vestments were actually Tearan priestess garments and that priests tended to wear a completely different outfit. I blushed at that and wondered why I had been given priestess robes in the first place. She got a good chuckle  out of that and only said that Teara sometimes works in mysterious ways. 


At one point, Onyx jumped up as a thought popped into her head and rushed off to her quarters. I was confused at first, but she returned with a bag full of cosmetics. 

“So, before I talk about anything specific among these, I want to stress that you need none of this to be yourself. Cosmetics, clothing, hairstyles, these are all things you should engage with in the ways you are comfortable and that provide you with joy. Some women enjoy elaborate makeup and outfits, coordinating with precision a myriad of elements to be a walking canvas of art. Other women abstain entirely, preferring to go forth in clothing chosen for utility rather than beauty. And these things are not just for women either, men and those who are neither can and should engage with them as they see fit. Presentation is what you want the world to see and what delights you.” She rattled this off in a practiced tone, clearly it was a lesson she had given before. 


“Now, with all that out of the way, let's have some fun!” She dumped the bag on the table and helped me sort through things to see what drew my curiosity. There was a small glass vial that sparkled and shimmered and caught my eye. Onyx chuckled when she noticed what I had fixated on and waved for me to hold up my hands. “This is nail polish, infused with some mana that makes it shift through various colors randomly, though you can set a specific shade for a time with a little practice. Hold out your hands and I’ll show you how to apply it.” In a short time, she had adorned my nails with the polish; they gleamed in the light, a rainbow of coruscating hues. I stared and stared, turning my hands and fingers this way and that. I was so caught up I didn’t even realize that Onyx was trying to get my attention to see if I wanted my toes painted too. I nodded and slipped off my shoes so she could do so. While she worked, I continued to study my hands, and I marveled at how such a simple change could shift my whole perspective. My hands looked to me now like a woman’s hands, slim and refined in ways that suited me. 

I knew on some level that my hands had not changed shape, but it was like the polish pulled back a curtain and let me glimpse a hidden truth that had been there all along. I suppose a lifetime of temple work had spared me from calluses, and my skill with healing meant that the breaks and scrapes I had accrued over the years had left no permanent mark. I wondered for a moment if I had perhaps, without realizing it, developed habits to keep my hands as close to the vision of myself that lurked deep in my subconscious. The idea was thrilling and helped me feel less like I was putting on a costume and more like I was unearthing myself like a treasure hidden in the earth. I was pulled from my reverie by Onyx patting my head and motioning to show me my feet were finished. I felt laughter bubbling up within me and I let it out as I danced and twirled, admiring the sparkles and shine as I moved, too full of life to stand still. 

The more things I tried, the better and better I felt. I contemplated this as I laid down to rest for the night, alone with my thoughts. So many little things started to add up now that I just had the context to understand them. Why I bathed in the dark whenever possible. Why I felt more comfortable around Maple and the ladies around town than I did with the hunters. As the days passed and I got used to Onyx treating me like a woman and helping me explore, I grew more and more nervous about what would happen when the hunters returned. Surely I would have to go back to pretending to be a man when they showed up, right? I felt like a flower, basking in sunlight, but faced with being torn and thrown into a gloomy storehouse, the light and time I needed denied to me when I needed it most. I was filled with dread and hoped that Onyx would have ideas on what I could do. 


Chapter 8: Let Go Of Your Shell

It was the fifth day since Onyx had brought me to her lair and I found her carrying soil in from outside, her arms showing no strain from the large tub of dirt. I waited for her to carry it to the nursery and start spreading it among her plants before telling her of my worries. 


She smacked herself in the forehead, her hand leaving a smudge of dirt. “Right! The hunters! I forgot about them. I wouldn’t worry about them, I won’t let anyone try to force you back into hiding who you are. Besides, who could hide such a cute face?” I melted under the compliment, still unused to friendly teasing, but enjoying it greatly. Onyx never felt like she was trying to make me feel bad with her jokes and each one took me by surprise in the nicest of ways. 


I pulled myself back together from the happy puddle I felt like. “I just...I feel like I can be myself with you, but I’m worried about going back out there. Goddess, I haven’t been this nervous in years. But I can’t stop thinking about trying to tell Maple or anyone else about this without them treating me like a man trying to pretend otherwise. Like, who could ever accept this??” I gestured towards my body. Onyx had assured me that I looked like a pretty priestess with all the little adjustments to my presentation, but I struggled to see it in the mirror. My dysphoria was strong now that I finally knew how to recognize it.


Onyx looked down at me with a thoughtful expression. “I wanted to give you some space before bringing this up, so you didn’t feel pressured, but I suppose now is as good a time as any. Truth be told, I had my suspicions that you might be trans based on what Maple had told me. And she was the one who suggested I offer this to you after getting to know you a bit better. And well, we’ve gotten pretty close in the short time you’ve been here, haven’t we?” 


I smiled. The time I had spent with Onyx felt wonderful and she treated me like her daughter as we cooked and practiced magic and tried on outfits. The ease at which she saw me for who I was made me so incredibly happy I thought I was in a dream and had to pinch myself sometimes to make sure I was awake. My thoughts caught up to her words and I grew confused. 


“What do you mean by this? What offer?” 


She looked at me with a toothy grin. “I’m surprised you haven’t asked for it already. Little lady, how would you like to become a dragon?” 


My eyes widened as my heart felt like it was going to burst from my chest and flee the country, to take up the life of a hermit and contemplate what in the hell she had just said. Almost as much as I had desired to be a woman, I had dreamt of being one of the dragons I admired so much. Surely...surely this was too good to be true. 


“Didn’t you say that you could only gift someone once every decade? Surely you don’t want to waste the gift on someone like me.” 


She snorted. “Girl, it's hard to take your self-deprecation seriously when I can see you drooling over the idea. It's my gift to give and I’ve already decided I want to share it with you. That is, if you aren’t bothered by the idea of me being your dragon mom.” 


I ran forward and hugged her tight, taking her briefly by surprise. 


“I want that more than anything.”





◆◆◆

We shared a hearty lunch while Onyx explained to me how the gift worked. 


“The transformation takes a day to complete and you’ll sleep during the whole thing. The ritual consists of me creating a mote of draconic essence from my mana and binding it to your core. The ritual will require your explicit consent and you’ll meld the mote into your core yourself. After that, the ritual will be complete and the transformation will begin. My essence will be the pattern for your new form, so don’t be surprised if you end up looking a little like me. I did say I’m gonna be your dragon mom, didn’t I? There are a few other elements but Teara prefers if we keep that a secret. She is a bit mischievous and hates when people spoil the surprise. Rest assured however that it will be a pleasant process, you have my word.” 


I nearly choked as I tried to eat as fast as possible, ready to begin. Onyx was making me eat quite a bit because I would need the fuel during the transformation. When our meal was done, she guided me to a room I had not yet been in. It was a small chamber, but I recognized an altar when I saw one. Teara’s holy symbol featured proudly on the tapestries along the wall and a small statue of a woman in hooded robes stood above the altar. The ground was covered in symbols with a circle in the middle. The symbols were drawn in ritual ink, meant to serve for a specific purpose and then vanish. 


I took my place in the center of the circle, my body shaking with excitement. I carefully stripped down as Onyx had told me that any clothes I wore might be ruined by the transformation. She grabbed a small jar of ink and drew scale designs on my shoulders and hips along with symbols sacred to Teara. Satisfied with her work, she drew back outside the circle and faced me. She unfurled her wings and her nails extended into talons as she drew on her draconic aspects as much as she could in her human form. I watched her pass mana through her body to align it with her essence. She drew out the mote of essence letting it hang in the air in front of her as it shimmered with soft pink, blue, and white light. 


“Do you accept the gift of Teara, goddess of chaos? Do you seek the freedom of her blessing to live in the fullest expression of joy? Speak, child of potential, and make your will known.” 


She waited for me to respond. 


“With all of my heart, yes. I do.” I spoke the words in a firm and even tone, my anxieties melting away. 


Onyx drew close to me as she sent the mote into me, my agreement letting it slip past my aura and into my core. As I melded the mote into my own mana and felt the essence begin to spread through my body, she whispered in my ear. 


“This is why we call girls like you eggs.” She gave a soft chuckle. 


I opened my mouth to ask her what she meant when I felt myself rise slightly into the air and an ovoid, translucent bubble surrounded me. The bubble hardened into a semi-transparent shell tinted blue. I was literally sealed within an egg. I felt my consciousness fade as the last thing I saw was Onyx’s gentle smile. It would be ok, I was safe here. I slipped into blissful oblivion and let the transformation go to work. 


It felt like mere moments later that I awoke with a shudder. I was floating inside the egg, the space around me having filled with some kind of warm fluid. I wriggled around, trying to get my bearings, eager to see how the transformation had gone. I felt energized like I could run for days without stopping and I turned all that energy into finding a way out of this egg. 

I felt around and found a spot in the shell that felt weaker than the rest. I tore at it with my nails. They cut through the shell with ease and in moments I had created an opening. The warm fluid started to spill out and I widened the opening, pushing my head and shoulders through. My chest caught on it briefly, which was odd as I was sure the hole was big enough, but I pushed and suddenly I was free and tumbling to the ground. I let out a high pitched yelp--wait was that MY VOICE?-- And rolled to the ground. I lay face down for a moment, but the pressure on my chest was uncomfortable and so I rolled on to my back. I felt good though. Really good. I heard soft laughter and realized that Onyx had watched my glorious escape from my eggy prison. 


“Goddess, it is always fun to watch them hatch.” She walked into view and offered me a hand up. I started to stand, but my center of gravity was all different and I wobbled on my unsteady legs. She covered me in a towel that felt softer than anything I had ever felt, how was it so soft??, and led me to my bathroom. 


“I figure you’ll want to wash the gunk off and get to know your new body a bit in private. Take all the time you need Sarric, I’ll have clean clothes waiting for you when you are done.” 


I shuddered at the use of my name. It felt wrong, like a coat that no longer fit. Another name popped into my head and I instantly knew it was my name, my true name. 


“Valora. Call me Valora. That’s my name.” My voice continued to surprise me. It was similar to my old voice but softer and melodic. I had expected it to maybe be a bit higher, but I realized it was like Onyx’s own velvet voice. I loved it. It was my voice, a woman’s voice. I giggled softly. 


I looked up at Onyx and she had tears slowly falling as she smiled and nodded. “Of course, Valora. A very beautiful name for a very beautiful lady. I’ll leave you be, daughter.” She looked a little nervous as she called me daughter, but I couldn’t stop smiling. 


“Thanks, Mom.” I responded with nervous joy. The tears were falling fast now and she just nodded as she walked away. I noticed now that she was even taller than before. Or I had gotten smaller, I suppose. 


I stepped into the bathroom and raised the lights, my mana reserves feeling stronger than ever. That was a pleasant feeling. I looked into the mirror and let the towel drop, taking in my new form. 


My hair clung to my head, still wet from the egg fluid, but even still I could tell it was a bright silver color now, with the faintest blue shimmer to it. My horns were a deep indigo, nearly black, and were thinner than Onyx’s. They started at my temples and curved up into delicate points. Thankfully, they weren’t very large or long so I wouldn’t have to worry too much about bumping them into things. My eyebrows were the color of my horns and arched slightly over my eyes which looked much bigger. They were a crystalline blue, shimmering with facets like a gemstone and framed in soft dark lashes. My nose was narrow and straight looking like a softer version of Onyx’s. I had soft blue scales at the edges of my eyes and my ears poked out of my hair with little points. My lips were soft and fuller than they had been, but again not as much as I might have thought. That was ok though, they looked cute. And goddess, my face looked so soft, my skin smooth and clear. I’m sure some of the ladies around town would kill to know my skincare secret. I giggled to myself at the thought. 


As my gaze swept downwards, I took in the exciting new additions. I had breasts! MINE! They were soft and full and I took them gently in my hands as I got a sense for how large they were. A good handful for sure, but they suited me. I looked like a shorter and slightly chubbier Onyx, lacking her toned abs and firm muscles. I liked it though, I was curvy and soft with a cute, subtly rounded belly and wide hips. My hips and shoulders had clusters of the dark blue scales as well as the back of my hands. I realized with a slight shock that a certain piece of equipment had been swapped out for another version and the thought filled me with unspeakable joy. I hadn’t realized how much distress it had caused me until now. I continued my inspection, noting that I had a big squishable butt and really nice legs, like damn I had some nice legs. More scales around my ankles and feet. I wiggled a bit and realized I had completely forgotten about my tail, as I felt it smack into the wall behind me. It took me a moment to figure out how to move it consciously and I held it in my arms so I could get a better look. It was fully covered in scales and I marvelled at how smooth and soft they were. My tail was largest at the base and then tapered into a cross shaped point of black keratin. Similar to my nails, now that I looked at them. I flexed my fingers carefully and watched my nails extend slightly, their edges growing sharper. Relaxing slightly, they returned to their much shorter state and lost the pointy edges. 


I stood there with a big silly smile on my face and just let it sink in that this was me. The smiling woman in the mirror was me. I felt whole and right for the first time in my life. And I also was covered in sticky egg fluid that was starting to smell a little like grape juice. I stopped gawking to myself and stepped into the shower, as Onyx called it. 


Washing up was another wonderful new experience, my skin tingling with new sensations and sensitivities. I don’t know how long I was in there, but I certainly took my time. With a regretful sigh, I finished up and carefully dried my hair. It was a little longer than before, reaching down to my shoulders. And it was soft, so incredibly soft and smooth. I ran my fingers through it again and again, watching it shimmer as it dried. I had bangs now, framed by my horns and little locks of hair that fell past my ears, but ended at my jawline. The rest of my hair fell in loose waves. 


I peered outside the bathroom door and spotted the clothes Onyx had left for me. I was already used to feminine clothes from my vestments and some of the stuff I had tried earlier in the week, but it was entirely different to put them on a body that they were designed for. I didn’t have a bra since there was no way of knowing the size beforehand, but Onyx had left me a tight top that provided a bit of support and left me comfortable enough. I still had to get used to how bits of me shifted and moved in surprising, but exciting fashions. I kept giggling over the slightest things as I felt full to bursting with joy. I examined my outfit in the mirror to make sure everything was fitting correctly. Over my tight top, I had a loose black tunic and a soft black skirt that reached to my knees. I wore sandals that laced halfway up my lower legs and I did a little pose to show off. I was pretty!


I found Onyx in the kitchen, a stew bubbling away at the stove. I was ravenous as I sat and she poured me a bowl. I nearly bit my tongue as I ate, unused to my new fangs, but I got the hang of it quickly enough and the stew was delicious. Flavors were more intense and my sense of smell seemed far stronger than before. Onyx watched me with a bemused expression. 


“I remember during my hatching, Agatha had to scramble to find food in the monastery kitchens because she had no idea I would be that hungry. Some of the younger monks were moving too slow until she told them she had a starving dragon to feed. Should have seen the looks on their faces when they found out she was serious.”  


She poured me another bowl as I tore into the bread rolls she set out. I felt my hunger fade and I slowed down to savor the food a bit more. 


“How are you feeling, Valora?” She sat down to eat her own meal. 


I felt another surge of joy at hearing my name. I could get used to that. 
“I feel wonderful! Everything just feels right and good and is this how everyone else feels all the time? I can’t believe I went this long without knowing this feeling. This is the best day in my entire life!” 


Onyx smiled back at me. “I know that feeling all too well. It will get a little less intense as time goes on, but it never quite fades entirely I think. Revel in it and never forget that feeling.” My smile remained fixed on my face for the rest of the meal and onwards. 


Chapter 9: Joy Interrupted

We had another day still before the hunters could reach the lair, at the earliest. Onyx guided me through exercises that helped me get used to the differences between my old body and my new one. We talked about unimportant things as we passed the time. Onyx was keen to know more about what my life had been like (although I think she was also just curious what Maple had been up to the whole time) and I, in turn, was curious about her many adventures. She told me how she reunited with Maple after her transformation and how they rebuilt their friendship and later started dating in earnest. I wondered how Onyx could visit towns and cities without causing a fuss, but she told me that there were a few tricks to disguise one’s draconic nature, but that it was a little uncomfortable and also difficult to do when you were newly hatched. 


“While the transformation of your human body is swift, there are other aspects that take time to develop fully. You can almost think of this like dragon puberty. How long it takes to complete the process varies, but it is usually a few years or more. Sometime tomorrow, I’ll walk you through how to shift into your full dragon form and how to manifest your wings.” Onyx smirked as she spoke and I wondered if this might have to do with the surprises she mentioned. I was too excited to worry about it however. 


I asked her how she was staying in contact with Maple as I had yet to see her leave the cave. She told me that they mostly exchanged letters via a secluded place just outside of Rivermist, but that they had talked a few times via magical methods. I was curious about that as I didn’t know of any long distance communication spells and I asked her to teach me her secrets. She told me that she would in time, but that it was dangerous at the moment since the Duke was able to eavesdrop through his court mages. I was a little disappointed, but mostly because I was excited to talk to Maple and show her the real me. 


As the day turned to night, Onyx led me to another part of the lair that contained a spiral stairway leading upwards. At the top was a hatch that opened to the surface, near the summit of the mountain. It was hidden in a cleft of rock covered in scraggly bushes. I felt the chill of the wind for a moment before my body adjusted, heat spreading from my core to keep me at a comfortable temperature. Another delightful perk of my transformation. 


Onyx nudged my shoulder and pointed out past the peak. I gasped as I realized I could see all the way to Rivermist. The stars were shining brightly and the moon was full so I could pick out all the little details of the town from my temple to the library to even the hunter’s hall. The view was incredible and I felt overwhelmed at how beautiful it all was. Onyx teased me a bit as tears streamed down my face, my emotions much stronger and vibrant than before. We sat quietly for a time, simply enjoying the pleasant evening. After a while I yawned and stretched, the excitement of the day finally hitting me. We made our way back into the lair. 


I stopped outside my room and turned to Onyx. “Thank you so much. For everything. I really cannot tell you how grateful I am and how happy I am to have met you.” 


She gave me a knowing smile and wrapped me in a gentle hug. “Your joy is my joy and I am so glad I was able to be there for you. Rest well, Valora. I’ll see you in the morning.”


I entered my room and stripped down to my undergarments and wriggled beneath the covers of the bed. A delighted sigh escaped my lips as I enjoyed how wonderful the soft blankets felt on my smooth skin. It took me a little bit to find a comfortable sleeping position, my new tail making some positions awkward, but I finally curled up on my side in a nest of pillows. I smiled as I felt sleep take me. I dreamt of walking through town with Maple and Onyx as we shopped for various things, the details unimportant as I basked in the joy of spending time with my mothers as myself. Various townsfolk greeted me by my real name and wished me a good day. The dream only soured near the end when I tripped and smacked into Abel who looked at me with disgust. 


I raised the lights in my room as I slowly got up and rubbed the sleep from my eyes. I grabbed some clothes from the wardrobe and made my way over to the bathroom to wash up. I caught myself staring at my reflection again with that goofy grin on my face. 
“Good morning, Valora. It is a beautiful day and you are looking great!” I giggled as I spoke to myself, enjoying the sound of my own voice. 


I strode into the main chamber wearing an outfit similar to the one Onyx had worn when we first met, though my half skirt lacked the armor hers did, and I wore some sturdy boots over my leggings. It felt a little strange to walk around with my shoulders and back bare, I had always worn clothing that tended to cover up as much skin as possible, but I no longer felt the need. 


My dragon mother was dressed in typical adventurer garb, sturdy leathers and a short vest, and it made for an interesting contrast as she sang softly and busied herself with preparing breakfast. I quietly walked over to the cutting board and chopped the vegetables while she cracked the eggs and heated her iron slab. I caught myself humming along to her tune and she smiled at me when she noticed. We finished breakfast and put away the dishes before speaking. 


“As much as I would love to spend the day teaching you more and working on some projects, I’m afraid our guests will be here soon. They wasted no time at all and will likely reach the entrance of the lair in an hour or two. I have some ideas on how I wish to greet them, but you are the one they hurt and I leave it up to you to decide how you wish to handle this.” Onyx’s face was calm and composed, showing none of the anger I’m sure she felt. 


It was difficult to decide how I wanted to respond. Emotions swirled within me, happiness from finding myself and the transformation, sorrow that such an event was being followed by conflict, rage at the hunters who had tormented and abused me, so much rage that just kept burning and burning and growing and-


“Valora, are you ok?” Onyx’s arms were around me and she was rubbing her hand along my back. I seethed with anger like I had never felt before. My emotions were definitely much stronger and deeper since my realization and subsequent transformation, but I was still shocked at how much had been buried within me. 


Like a crack of thunder, my rage coalesced and transmuted into a cold fury. I would see what the hunters had to say. I would give them a chance to plead for my mercy. And I would judge them. I considered the potential reactions and what my options were. Unlike Onyx, my new body wasn’t much more suited for close combat than my old one was. But my magical reserves had increased by quite a bit and I could feel magic swirling around me, ambient magic that I had never considered tapping into, but it called to me, the magic resonating with my own core. I had rarely used my magic for combat purposes, preferring to heal and create. But my unchained rage begged to be used and satisfied. 


“I’m alright, Onyx. I am...dealing with how strong my emotions are now and how much thinking of the hunters affects me. I’m calm now.” I let out a deep breath and was surprised to see little arcs of lightning leave my mouth. “I wish to see how Abel and his gang approach this. Maybe they are worried about their poor little priest and are only trying to rescue me.” I let out a bitter laugh at this. “But I doubt it. Greed is likely all that is on Abel’s mind and his cronies will follow suit. I’ll let them measure out the rope they wish to hang themselves with and then I will respond in kind. Truthfully, the rage inside me wants to see them all broken and scattered before me, justice for the years they’ve tormented me. But the town needs them to keep the monsters at bay and doesn’t deserve that. However, I don’t think the hunters will be turned aside. They want you dead, Onyx. The Duke promised great rewards for your head and they are foolish men.” 


I looked up at Onyx as I pulled away from her. She had a pensive look on her face as she considered our options. 


“Well, daughter, I can ease your mind about one thing. If it comes to wiping out the hunters, the town will not be in danger. This region has an abundance of monsters due to the stagnation of magic locally. I’m sure Maple was doing what she could to improve the flow of mana, but a single mage is often not enough. With us here however, the number of monsters should dwindle to much more manageable levels. We can discuss the details later, but rest assured that the town will be fine even if we destroy all the hunters.” Onyx understood my feelings in a way nobody else ever had and I loved her for it. 


I nodded. “I’ll try to talk to them first. I can try wearing my old vestments over my outfit, they are large enough now and would go a ways towards proving who I am. But I’m unsure of how the hunters will react to the rest of me.” I gestured towards my horns and scales. “And I’d rather not test how quickly I heal now so I might borrow a little of your ritual ink and see if I can make some wards to blunt their arrows.” 


“A good idea, your skin and scales will harden in response to physical trauma so a typical arrow is often a minor threat at best. But at least one of those hunters knows how to pierce dragon hide and I’m sure the rest took notice the last time they faced me. As far as your appearance goes, I can probably come up with a glamour in the time we have that will disguise your changes. However, I’ll need to know just how much of your changes you wish to hide.” Onyx set about grabbing various things from the kitchen and handed me a jar of ritual ink. 


Her question was a good one. Just how much did I wish to hide from the hunters, at least for now? Was it wiser to show them the face of Sa-- my old self or should they meet Valora, albeit without the draconic aspects? The prospect of a glamour of my old self didn’t bother me as much as I thought it would, but then again it would be in appearance only and my body would remain true. Still, I would have to tell the world who I am eventually and the hunters might respond better to a confident Valora than a meek priest they were used to pushing around. 


I relayed my decision to Onyx and she guided me to a section of her library that contained useful combat magic including wards. She left me to handle my protections while she fetched components from her garden for the glamour. When she returned, I had drawn glyphs onto parchment with the ritual ink and prepared them with charges of my own magic. Onyx helped me apply them to my back and I felt a tingle as the ink transferred to my skin in the form of temporary tattoos. As we worked, Onyx gave me a brief lesson in how I could utilize the ambient mana I had noticed earlier to empower my magic and I tested a few of the concepts to find that doing so came naturally and melded with my casting style easily. I worried briefly that using ambient mana might drain the environment and cause problems, but Onyx stated that using mana in this fashion was more akin to passing magic through a filter rather than burning it as fuel. The mana would return to the area, but would be energized as a result of passing through me. I pondered the implications of this as she finished the glamour. I fetched my old vestments and chuckled a little at how baggy and large they were on me now. 


Our preparations were complete and we spent the remaining time checking the glamour and going over our plans. I felt another brief surge of euphoria fill me when I saw the glamour in a mirror that Onyx summoned. It hid my draconic aspects and colored my hair and eyes to match my old self but even still I could see my face in that mirror. Not quite as striking perhaps as my true appearance, but anyone looking at me would see a woman in the prime of her life, gray eyes shining and my hair gleaming like dark polished wood. I was ready. 
  

We stepped out of the lair and looked down the mountain trail to the woods below. I could already pick out the faces of Abel and his men as they made their way towards us. Gent was there as well, an uneasy look on his face. He spotted us first and started to unsling his bow, but halted when I held up a hand showing we were waiting to talk rather than fight. He looked confused to see me, recognizing my vestments, but shocked to see the rest of me. Gent tapped Abel’s shoulder and leaned in close, filling him in on the situation. 


The entrance to the lair was a cleft in the mountain, but in front of it was a large flat space where the hunters gathered as they left the trail. All told, there were thirty or so men shuffling their feet in the noon sun and looking tired, but prepared. Abel stepped forward, flanked by Otto and Henrik, and Gent close behind. 


“We are here in the name of Duke Arent to challenge the dread wyrm that dares to infringe on his domain. You threaten the safety of the good town of Rivermist and we are empowered to discuss the terms of your withdrawal.” Abel delivered his speech in his usual booming voice, but clearly was unhappy about the situation. He and his cronies gave no sign of recognizing or even noticing me, unlike Gent. Gent cleared his throat behind Abel and Abel sighed. 


“We also wish to know what you have done with the town priest, Sarric. He was nowhere to be found after your last vicious attack and we would like to know what you’ve done with him.” 


Onyx remained where she was, with her arms crossed and her tail still, as I stepped past her. I felt a mischievous urge and smiled as I spoke. 


“Abel, it’s only been a week and you don’t even recognize me? I’m hurt! I thought we were such good friends.” I enjoyed how wonderful my voice sounded even when it took on a mocking tone. I put my hands on my hips and look him right in the eye with a stern expression. 


Abel tilted his head and stared at my face, muttering to himself. His eyes roamed up and down, lingering for a rather unnerving while on my chest before meeting my eyes again. His cronies and the hunters overall whispered to each other, trying to make sense of the situation. Gent stared at nothing, his stance stiff and his jaw set. 


Abel spoke again. “I don’t know what kind of trick you are trying to play, Ma’am, or what hold this dragon has over you, but rest assured we will see you safely home, wherever that may be.” His oily words were delivered in a smug, patronizing tone. “But we also seek our priest, a valuable member of our expedition. We are fond of the lad you see and are worried for his safety, in fact the whole town is so worried they pitched in and offered a reward for his return.” 


I snorted disbelievingly. The absolute nerve to try to lie right to my face. The fiery rage in me surged for a moment before subsiding as I steadied myself. 


“That is rich, coming from you. Did you care about my safety when you left me stranded in the woods in the dead of night ten years ago? Or how about the time that you and Otto pelted me with rocks while mocking me after I wore my vestments for the first time? These same vestments in fact. Were you concerned about me when Henrik tossed me off a cliff and I nearly died? Did you care as I exhausted myself time and time again healing the victims of your little ‘games’, including your wife? Where was your fondness then?” I hurled my accusations at him, walking toward him and jabbing my finger into his chest with each venom filled utterance. I pulled out my holy symbol and waved it in his face, daring him to answer me. 


His face was initially confused, but as I went on it twisted into an angry leer. Gent turned his face away as Abel spoke. “So your true nature is revealed at last. I always knew something was wrong behind that pitiful face of yours. Not man enough to stand tall and strong with us, eh? Too weak to handle the pressure so you decided to give up and pretend to be a woman instead?” He turned towards his hunters with his arms outstretched. “Well, none of us are surprised, are we? Always knew Sarric was a little bitch and now he dolls himself up like one too.” 


He turned back to me with a smile. “Don’t worry little priestess. We’ll free you from this dragon and then we can have some fun with you. I’m sure a girl like you is just dying to know the attention of a real man. We’ll have our sport and return you to the town, but who knows in what condition you’ll be. Some of the men like to play a little rough with their pets, you know how it is. Boys will be boys.” The hunters all chuckled in amusement as Abel puffed himself up in front of me, trying to loom, but failing. I snorted in amusement, glad that the glamour covered up the little puff of stormcloud. 


“You always lacked imagination, Abel. Every problem boiled down to whether you can kill it, fuck it, or ignore it. I’m not surprised. Let me clear a few things up however. The dragon, Onyx, isn’t holding me prisoner. She saved me. And I’m not pretending to be a woman, I am a woman. I always have been. I certainly have no interest in a pathetic man like you, if I had any interest in men to begin with. Gent, I see you hiding back there. Is this just ‘the lads having a bit of fun?’ Is this the order you’ve given your life to?”


Gent finally met my eyes and I was surprised at how dead they looked. “I don’t know who you are, witch, or why you speak to me in such a familiar manner. The young priest must have died because I see nothing of him before me. These men are here to put a stop to the dragon’s desecration of their homes and I see only one of its minions running its mouth like we should care.” He spit at my feet. No sign of the hunter who had treated me with respect and kindness remained. In the end, his heart was as rotten as the rest of them. 


I looked at him for a moment longer and stepped back from him and Abel. I tore off my vestments and released the glamour. The crowd of hunters fell silent in shock as my tail slashed the ground in simmering rage. I felt my vision sharpen and my claws extend as I spoke again, little sparks of lightning escaping my lips. 


“You face not one, but two dragons now. I wanted to give you all one last chance to be better men, but you failed. Every last one of you is a rotten and pathetic excuse for a person. I have endured your abuse and your vitriol for my entire life. I’ve healed you as you tried to drive me to suicide. I told myself that it was worth it, to keep the town safe. But I lied. I was afraid of what you would do to me. You were right in one respect: Sarric was weak. But I’m not Sarric. You face Valora, daughter of Onyx and I am DONE BACKING DOWN FROM THE LIKES OF YOU!” 


My roar took the hunters by surprise as they fumbled to ready their bows. I could feel Onyx gathering her power behind me as I stoked the flames of my core higher than they had ever burned. I pulled on the mana swirling around me and set the air ablaze around the hunters before they could scatter. I felt the wind rush past me as Onyx once again singled out Gent and crashed into him as he blocked with the spear he had readied instead of a bow. 


Onyx grunted as the spear sliced her arm, its edge glimmering with the magic that Gent had imbued it with. But this did nothing to stop her fury as she tore into him with her claws, her tail pulling one of his legs from under him. I lost track of their struggle as I turned my attention towards my prey. 


Too long had I suffered. Too long had I endured. The hunters cowered in terror while Abel loosed arrow after arrow at me, his voice hoarse as he tried to shame them into fighting. The arrows bounced off my skin as even still he disdained the use of magic and his ordinary arrows failed to even trigger my wards. Pathetic. I stalked towards him slowly, my hands gesturing as I wove spell after spell and the hunters were torn asunder by spears of lightning and dragged into the earth to be entombed. Otto and Henrik leaped at me together, their knives keen with Gent’s magic. I neutralized the magic in a single breath, my senses focused and my magic responding like never before. I was rage incarnate, a goddess among mere mortals. I grabbed their knives by the blades as they went to stab me, shattering the poorly maintained weapons into glittering shards. The mana around me responded to my will as I conjured water from air and drowned them with spheres of fluid spite. In what felt like no time at all, I stood before Abel and had my hands around his throat, his arms flailing at me ineffectually as I cut off his air. 


I leaned in close to whisper in his ear. “This is how a dragon toys with her prey. You had your chance to back down, but now I will have my justice.” My claws sunk into him and tore out his throat. Hot blood splashed against my face. I stood up straight and let my anger drain. 

I was free at last. Free to be me. And the town was free of their cruelty. Well, almost free. I turned to where Onyx and Gent had been fighting. 


Gent was bleeding from wounds all over his body and he swayed from blood loss. Onyx was clearly toying with him, unharmed apart from a small scratch and she appeared to be watching me as she smashed him to the ground with her tail. She stepped on his chest, holding him down. 


“This one is done. So much for the vaunted hunters of Rivermist. The Duke should have known this would be a slaughter.” She looked disappointed, but unsurprised at how things had played out. Gent struggled uselessly beneath her, spewing curses at me as he tried to shift her. She got tired of his squirming and finally pushed down, shattering his ribs before piercing his heart with her tail. She walked towards me and grabbed my shoulders gently. “It's over, Valora. They won’t ever hurt you again. Are you alright?” 


I collapsed into her arms, my rage gone and exhaustion in its place. I sobbed quietly into her shoulder, letting out all the pain I had kept bottled up for years. It was over. I felt her pick me up and carry me back to the lair as I passed out.


Chapter 10: Aftermath

Awareness returned to me slowly and I struggled to piece together my recent memories as I shifted my body around. It was hard to focus on details when everything around me felt so soft and cozy on my scales. I yawned and stretched, my wings extending fully and pushing the blankets off of me. I found myself doing a long stretch like a cat, my front limbs extended as I stood on my back limbs. Something about my situation seemed a little off or perhaps different, but I couldn’t piece it together with how comfortable I was. My little nest of blankets felt like paradise and I never wanted to leave. I heard a funny noise, a chirping like I’ve heard some larger cats do instead of meowing, followed by the rumble of a purr. It took me a moment to realize that I was the one making those sounds and something about that confused yet delighted me. 


I do not know how long I sat like that, enjoying my rest, but eventually my mind cleared and I remembered what had happened. I felt only relief at no longer having to fear the men who had plagued my existence for years. I worried briefly how I would break the news to the townsfolk, but so long as I could convince them of my identity, I could make them understand why I did what I had to. I briefly toyed with the notion of keeping my part in the deaths of the hunters a secret, but the people deserved to know. My time spent as the town priest meant I knew many of the others who had been hurt by the hunters over the years. I had always tried to console and comfort as many as I could and we all bore our abuse with the hope that our suffering was worth it to keep the town safe. I realized now that very behavior was what kept us from holding the hunters accountable and left them free to inflict their harm. 


I would tell the truth and those who understood would accept it and those who wished to punish me for my actions would learn that I was no longer willing to cower and appease them. The greatest gift my acceptance of myself and my transformation had given me was not more power, but the understanding of the power I already held and the clarity to see how I could change things. And I must change things, for myself as well as for those who could not. 


I pulled myself out of my thoughts and went to get out of bed only to find that the strange differences I was picking up on earlier were more than I had thought. For one, I seemed to be much smaller. I turned my serpentine neck this way and that, taking in my body. Blue scales, delicate, but strong claws, four limbs, a pair of wings stretching out of my back, my tail extending behind me as I moved. Perfectly normal dragon, if a bit small and maybe a bit rounder than I expected. Yes...typical dragon. Wait. 


Lightning crashed through my brain as I finally pieced it together. I somehow had shifted into my full dragon form in my sleep and I was SMALL. Panic filled me as I realized I didn’t know how to turn back into my human form. My wings flapped as I took to the air, my terror overriding my joy at finally flying. I zoomed through the lair, searching for Onyx, plaintive chirps escaping my maw. She was nowhere to be found inside, so I flew outside only to fly right into some laundry hanging out on the mountainside. I thrashed and squirmed while I heard loud roaring laughter that drew closer to me. 


“Settle-haha-settle down, Valora!” Onyx struggled to speak as she laughed and snorted at my antics, finally getting me to stop thrashing and calm down. She pulled the sheet off of me and scratched just behind my horns in a way I found incredibly soothing while she spoke. “I was wondering when this would happen. You’ve nothing to fear. As you’ve discovered, a little surprise of the gift is that your dragon form has to develop to match your human form’s maturity. Teara seems to derive some amusement at seeing chonky little dragons flying around for their first time and my dear you are a little ball of adorable scales.” She laughed again, this time a low throaty chuckle. “Your draconic form will mature and you’ll reach adult dragon state in three to five years. Most don’t take longer than that and some take less. It is all relative to your human form’s maturity and your own individual quirks.”


I pouted as best I could in my cute form and let out a huff. I don’t see what is so funny about being a tiny dragon. How was I supposed to strike awe into the hearts of the townsfolk if I was tiny? I grumbled and fretted and tried to speak,6 but only little chirps came out. They were pretty adorable, I did have to admit. 


Onyx continued. “Speech takes a bit of practice. A dragon’s mouth isn’t terribly suited for human languages so we tend to project our thoughts with a bit of magic. You’ll pick up the trick soon enough. As for resuming your human form, that should be easy enough. Try to picture your human self in your mind and you should feel a tugging sensation on your thoughts. Let them fill the picture and you’ll shift back.” 


I did as she said, calling forth an image of myself. I certainly had spent enough time in front of the mirror lately to get the general gist quickly. Sure enough, I felt that pulling sensation and allowed my thoughts to be dragged into the image. I was surrounded by a blue-grey cloud shot through with sparks of lightning and then I was back in my human body. Thankfully Onyx had put me down as I did so she wasn’t holding me anymore. A very good thing since apparently I had shifted back without any clothes.


Onyx chuckled again as she wrapped the sheet around me, my face burning with embarrassment. 


“Takes a bit of practice to keep your clothes when you change. I’ll bet your clothes from before are still laying on the bed where you left them when you shifted into dragon form. There is a trick to it, I’ll show you later, but you can pull your attire in with you when you change and then keep it when you change back. I sometimes forget how funny it is the first time though. We all go through a bit of embarrassment at first. I’ll let you get dressed and then we can have a chat about what you want to do next.” 


I mumbled a quick, strained word of thanks and tore off towards my room. I dressed swiftly and took a moment to wash my face and adjust my hair. I couldn’t help, but smile in the mirror as I did so. Not only was I beautiful in my human form, but I could get used to being rather cute in my dragon form, at least for now. That feeling of immense joy filled me again as I processed that this is my new normal. I get to be like this now and it isn’t just a dream. I couldn’t wait to see Maple again and tell her the good news. I adjusted my outfit, the same one I wore before. I found my vestments and my pack sitting on a chair in my room and did a last check to make sure everything was still there. Satisfied, I pulled my holy symbol over my head, briefly struggling to get the cord it hung from over my horns, and then let it hang from my neck. If anything, that would be important to show the town who I am. 


I met Onyx outside and helped her bring in the remaining laundry and told her my plans. The town would be worried when the hunters didn’t return and I didn’t wish to leave them in the dark for long. Onyx said that she would carry me to the edge of the woods in dragon form, since mine was not quite ready for swift flight. She teased me briefly about how cute I was when I was like that and I blushed furiously. It was nice to see her so happy and I could feel the love in every word she spoke. We went back and forth over whether it was a good idea to use a glamour to appear fully human or to talk to the town with our true nature on display. 


In the end, I decided that I wanted the people to see me as I was with everything that entailed. I wasn’t sure how they would react, but I had lived among them my entire life and they were my people. I had cared for them when they were hurt or ill, shared my pains and my triumphs with them, and spent time guiding them through their daily life. A priest was expected to serve as a counselor and listen to the people’s concerns. I had always been careful to hide the trials I endured at the hands of the hunters, but I knew I wasn’t alone and I had to trust that they would accept me, fully. 


We set out with the morning sun shining and a gentle breeze at our backs. Being carried by Onyx was still a thrill, but more so with the knowledge that some day I would soar like this. I spotted a few folks on the edge of town stop and point at us as we set down in the woods. They seemed frightened and then confused as Onyx shifted back into her human form and we walked towards them. 


I recognized the faces before me. Becky the baker, a basket of flour from the miller tucked under her arm, Elisa the tailor staring at me from the doorway of her shop, and little Daric staring at me from behind her skirt. I held my hands up to show we meant no harm and raised my holy symbol to show who I am. 


Becky reacted first, dropping her basket as she looked from the symbol to my face to my horns and back to my face. She opened her mouth to speak only to close it again and frown, trying to process what was going on. Onyx hung back a little, giving me space. 


“Hello, Becky. I’m back and I have quite the story for you.” I beamed at her with the biggest smile I could, though she flinched a little when she saw my fangs. 


Her body trembled for a moment as she gathered her nerves and then she walked closer to me, looking down at me. “Is...is that you, Sarric? What happened to you? Where are the hunters and why is she with you?” This last bit was directed at Onyx with a glance and a nod. 


“It’s Valora now.” I spoke softly, but firmly. “Onyx helped me and she means this town no harm. There is a lot to discuss, could I ask you to spread the word and have the mayor gather the town together for a meeting this evening? I’ll explain it all there.” 


Becky leaned back and crossed her arms, processing my words. She looked as if she was going to question me further, but stopped and made up her mind. “Valora eh? Well, it suits you. I won’t lie, this is a lot, and if it were anyone else speaking to me I think I would be inclined to disbelieve them. But you’ve always done right by me, priestess, and I haven’t forgotten how you took care of me when I took ill a few years back. I’d say that means I should hear you out, no matter how strange this all looks. I’ll let folks know you’re back. Never thought I’d see you as one of the lasses, but that smile on your face is brighter than any I’ve seen from you before.” She pulled closer again and wrapped me in a hug, her mighty arms pulling me so tightly I thought something might break. “Welcome back, Valora.” I saw Elisa sigh in relief and pull back into her house with a smile. 

She tried to pull Daric in with her, but the boy shot past her and stood before me in a flash, his hand outstretched as if to touch my skirt, but stopping just short. He looked up at me with wide eyed wonder. 


“You’re that priest who healed my leg when I broke it last summer?” I nodded. He furrowed his brow. “And you’re a lady now?” I nodded again. “Wow! That is so cool! How did you do that?” 


I chuckled. “I had a little help, but I’m much happier like this.” He looked at me a bit longer and I could see the wheels spinning in his head before he nodded. “Good! Thanks, pretty lady!”


He ran back to his mother, shouting. “Mom, mom! I wanna be a pretty lady!” Elise looked a little bewildered, and I suspected I would be having a talk with them once things settled down. 


I felt good as Onyx and I made our way to Maple’s house. If even half the town accepted me as easily as Becky and Daric had, things would turn out alright in the end. Onyx gave me a reassuring look as we stopped outside Maple’s door. It was funny to see her horns brush against the windchimes and set them off. The door opened and Maple looked out to see me giggling while Onyx sheepishly patted her head. Maple looked at her and at me and her smile grew and grew and she grabbed us both in a big hug. 


“I’m so glad to see you here safe and sound. Welcome home.” Her soft voice was music to my ears and I felt my eyes well up as tears rolled down my face. “I’m glad to be back.” I whispered and I closed my eyes and enjoyed being held by the two most important people in my life. 


Chapter 11: Home
 

Time ceased to have meaning as I stood there, held and loved. I had been fearing and eagerly anticipating this moment for days. Now that it was here, I could do nothing, but bask in it. Finally, we separated, only for me to be surprised as Maple reached up and pulled Onyx in for a very passionate kiss. 


Onyx spluttered in surprise before melting into Maple’s embrace, a dreamy expression settling on her face. Maple looked happily satisfied as she pulled away. “It has been far too long, darling. I was beginning to wonder when you would visit me, instead of just leaving letters for me to read.” 


The ebon scaled dragon blushed deeply and turned her head to the side. “I...well...you see the thing is...let’s go inside and we can talk more.” She ducked into the doorway and made her way further into the house, Maple following with a wry grin and me bringing up the rear as I wondered what was going on. Didn’t Onyx say they had broken up? 

Before long we were seated around the table, warm mugs of tea at hand. Onyx stared at hers, trying not to meet Maple’s eyes as she worked through what she wished to say. 


“I wanted to see you, truly. But...I thought you needed space still. When we ended things, I was unsure how you felt about me, and I was worried that showing up on your doorstep would be rude of me. I’m only here today because Valora needed the support.” She nodded towards me. 


“Valora...Valora. What a beautiful name...I’m glad you finally found it.” Maple gave me a warm smile and grabbed my hand, giving it a gentle squeeze. I looked at my mug while a silly grin formed on my face, my quiet joy bubbling to the surface. Maple turned back to Onyx. “I don’t know what you mean about ending things? I’ve been waiting here all this time for you to come see me. I figured you would do so when you were ready. After all, I was the one who wanted to retire for a bit, I’m sure your adventures kept you busy.” 


Onyx looked even more confused now. “But you said, back when we spent that night with the Amaranth Hive, that you needed to go far away. I thought you broke up with me? Although now that I think about it, my memories of that night are hazy.” 


Maple laughed until tears flowed down her face. She composed herself, wiping the tears away with a lingering giggle. “Oh my goodness, you must have consumed more of their honey than I thought.” She turned to me with a wicked grin. “Amaranth Hive is home to bee women who tend to produce intoxicating honey from their...well.” She motioned to her chest with a mischievous smirk. I felt my face get hot as I realized what she was implying from their time in the Hive. “Those girls do like to party, and I should have known that Onyx consumed more honey than I did.” 


The dragon in question shifted in her seat, her face also glowing with embarrassment. “So wait...you didn’t break up with me? You were just waiting here for me to show up? I feel so absurd.” She buried her face in her hands. 


Maple chuckled again. “Not to worry dear. I got my wish and had a lovely time in this town, helping the locals and having a little peace and quiet compared to my adventuring days. I was a little annoyed at you, it’s true, but when you live as long as we do then what consequence is a few decades? Not to mention, being here and raising Valora has been a joy.” I turned in my seat, a question rising from the back of my mind. I had always avoided asking how exactly Maple viewed our relationship. She was a mother to me, I knew that, but I had always worried that calling her that would be presumptuous and she would be angry with me. But with my newfound confidence, I felt ready. 


“Do...do you really mean that, Mother?” The word I had wished to use for so long escaped me in a whisper. I hesitantly brought my gaze up to look at Maple. Her gentle expression was exactly what I needed to see. 


“Oh Valora, I couldn’t ask for a better daughter. I only regret that I was unaware of the struggles you were facing and making you feel like you had to face them alone. Seeing you here with Onyx, happier than I’ve ever seen you, it brings me great joy. How could I not be happy? The two most important women to me are sitting at my table, safe and sound.” 


The tears flowed freely down my face once more as it sank in that I had two wonderful mothers who cared for me and who now knew the real me that I had locked away for so long. The joy was a comforting warmth in my chest as I sat and listened to Onyx and Maple catch up on all the years they had spent apart. Onyx was no longer shy now that she knew Maple still loved her, and she told her stories with incredible enthusiasm. 


Hours passed and finally we told Maple what had happened with the hunters. Her face filled with horror as I described the full extent of what they had done to me over the years and her expression changed to grim satisfaction as I told of their final fate. 


“I always knew the hunters were rotten; I was unaware of the full extent of their evils. I don’t know how the town will take this, but I say good riddance.” I was taken aback by the intensity of my mother’s rage, but reminded myself that she had been once known far and wide for how she handled wicked men. 


Her words reminded me that the hour was growing late and I had asked for the townsfolk to gather in the square so I could tell them what I had done. Onyx and Maple nodded when I told them it was time and the three of us made our way to the square. 


We found Tomas, the mayor, in the town square. A small crowd had gathered, but people were still filtering in as they finished their daily work. Tomas looked confused when he looked at me, his brow furrowed in confusion as he tried to place who I was. He glanced up at Maple, looked startled at Onyx as he took in her horns and scales, and then looked back at me with the same expression, as if he just noticed my own horns and scales. I flashed him a toothy grin, fangs on prominent display. He looked over his shoulder at the crowd gathering, a small group among them that was composed of the wealthiest members of town, all looking quite angry. He looked back at us and pulled us off to the side. 


He looked at me and hissed quietly. “Sarric? Is that you? Becky told me to gather up the townsfolk to explain some things. I didn’t really understand what all she was going on about, something about you wanting to be a girl now? Where are the hunters at? Are they behind you or did something happen?” 


I leaned in close and whispered back to him. “It’s...a long story Tomas. I don’t just want to be a girl, I am one. The name is Valora now, not Sarric.” My voice was even and gentle as I explained, but grew harsher as I continued. “As for the hunters? I remember our long discussions in the temple about their wicked actions and how they were a blight on this town. I remember how we prayed for something to turn them from their cruelty and deceit. We both longed to do something about them, but feared the fate of the town if we did.” I had grown angrier and angrier as I spoke, sparks of lightning arcing off my face and hands. I took a deep, shuddering breath as Onyx put her hand on my shoulder. 


“I killed them, Tomas. I killed every last one of them. They showed up at the dragon’s lair, ready to kill a woman who had shown me kindness beyond my wildest dreams. I tried to reason with them, to talk. They mocked me, threatened me, joked about how they would have their fun with my new form. You’ve seen how they’ve acted before, here in town. They were worse in the wilderness. I heard their plans and something just...snapped. I had been afraid of them for so long, but in the end they could do nothing to me. I struck them down. Every bruise on an abused lover, every field they emptied to satisfy their hunger, all the injustices they had done to their victims; I repaid. I had kept a tally in my mind, for who else could judge them, but the one who had to heal the harm and comfort the hurting? They are dead, Tomas. And we are better for it.” 


His face was pale and still. I could not even tell if he was breathing, for a moment. Finally he shook himself and met my eyes. “I...I think I understand, Valora. I just never thought this day would come. Most of the townsfolk will understand too, I think. Given time. The Smiths and the Ackertons are already angry and will be angrier still. You know how close their ties were with the Order.” He sighed, half relieved and half trembling in fear. “You’ve been through enough, my friend. Give me some time to relay things to the crowd and perhaps a day to smooth things over. Come to my office tomorrow and we can discuss our options for the future. And Valora--” He hesitated. 


I tilted my head, but waited for him to continue. His mouth worked in silent machinations, opening and closing and twisting with no indication as to what he wished to say. Finally, he looked away from me, towards his feet, and spoke. “I would like to know how you achieved this wondrous transformation. I would very much like to know if… it could be done again.” He met my eyes again and I saw a look of such incredible longing that I recognized like it was my own. I grabbed his shoulders and drew him into a hug, whispering in his ear. “Of course, my friend. I understand.”


I watched him go, a sad smile on my face. I pulled a pair of cloaks out of my bag and handed one to Onyx, gesturing for her to cover up a bit so we could listen quietly to see how the crowd handled the news. She understood quickly and in moments we had both disguised our more noticeable aspects. Maple of course was fine as she was. 


Tomas relayed the news to the townsfolk with the skill of a lifelong leader. He started with news of the hunters, but was evasive as to the cause of their deaths. He cited a desire to speak with the families of the fallen and give them a chance to grieve in peace. This did little to placate the families he spoke of before, the ones with ties to the Order, but who were often left untouched by their predation. I flinched as the shouting grew louder and louder, but finally they stormed off, fuming and muttering about how they would get to the bottom of things. 


The mayor continued after they left and spoke about the changes I had gone through and that he would be working with me to find new ways to defend the town and address our food issues, now that the hunters were gone. The crowd seemed a bit confused regarding the details of my gender, but a few of the folks I was closest to talked about how it was my business and they were just glad to see me back. Becky actually spoke loudly about how much happier and livelier I was when we met. This went far in placating the rest of the townsfolk. I stepped out at this point and revealed my draconic aspects. There was a brief moment of panic, however these were sturdy mountain folk and they waited to hear me out. 


“I know many of you are confused. I left you as Sarric the priest and I return to you as Valora, priestess of Teara and blessed by her gift. I learned much about my goddess in my time away from you and I am very excited to share that knowledge with you all. But it is important to tell you that the dragon we were sent to hunt meant us no harm. She never did. She was trying to reach me. Onyx is the one I have to thank for teaching me about my goddess and about myself. It is because of her that I can stand before you now, truly myself in ways I never could have imagined.” 


I paused, letting the crowd process my words. A few seemed very uneasy as they took in my changes, but most were pragmatic and even a bit curious when I spoke of Teara. I continued. 


“There is more she is willing to teach me and she has spoken of ways to address our monster problem as well as our food shortages. I ask for your patience and understanding while we work with our mayor to make life better for all of us. A new day is coming to Rivermist and I am filled with joy to see it with all of you.” As I finished speaking, I bowed slightly and walked away with the sound of cheers filling my ears. 


That wasn’t the end of it, of course. I spent time with Onyx and Maple, learning the fundamentals of ambient mana spellcraft, how the flow of mana in an area aligned with natural systems, and how monsters formed of stagnant mana to energize it once more. How energized mana could be utilized to grow wondrous crops and other useful flora. Onyx even told me that energized regions of magic were largely responsible for the tales of fanciful dragon lairs, the floating islands and crystalline caverns and strange creatures that were as bizarre as monsters without being prone to the blood rages that monsters fell under. I was a diligent student, taking in all things she had to teach me. Maple pitched in here and there, but while her knowledge was vast, she was rusty and had maintained a low profile for so long that even she found Onyx’s lessons a valuable refresher. 


I met with Tomas as well and we spent long nights talking with each other, reconnecting in ways that simply were not possible before. The mayor asked me many questions about my gender, about the other concepts Onyx had spoken of as queer culture, and we shared stories back and forth about our struggles to fit in with the roles we had been assigned. Tomas expressed a desire for a transformation like mine, but felt nervous about the draconic gift specifically. A few conversations with Onyx revealed that there were other paths to obtaining a form more suitable to one’s nature, but that many of the methods relied on ambient magic techniques I had yet to learn and took longer than the dragon gift. Tomas was patient and willing to wait as I worked on my lessons and we built up new structures in town. 


Mana could be energized by a mage like myself and doing so was second nature for dragons, but to truly energize a region as large as Rivermist and its holdings, we set up stone and crystal waystones that would draw in the flows of mana and weave them into energized flows that anyone with a bit of magical training could use to infuse the land or amplify their magic without having to learn the more advanced techniques of doing it personally. 


Months passed. Onyx, Maple, and I went on frequent patrols with some volunteers from town to cull the monster population and prevent them from overrunning the town. We found that many of the numbers the hunters had claimed were vastly exaggerated and what remained was simple enough for us to deal with. The more pressing issue was our food supplies, but with the new magical flows we found the land yielded far more and we were able to supplement our stores with fruits and vegetables that could only grow in energized environments. Onyx was greatly pleased with the quickness with which the locals adapted to her methods. 


Without the hunters blighting my existence, I found more time to spread understanding of Teara and her precepts, as well as connecting more with the people I counseled than I ever had before. It was like I had been trying to speak to them from a distance and now the distance was gone and we could converse comfortably. The hunter sympathizers had grown more and more frustrated over time as they could not find proof of what had happened. It was no real secret that Onyx and I had been involved in their deaths, but Tomas refused to act unless the sympathizers could scrounge up anything more. In the end, they left the town, saying they would go to the Duke and have him strike down the ‘wicked wyrms’ that had blighted Rivermist. There was concern for a time after they left, but in the end the town decided that the Duke had done little for them besides taking taxes. Rivermist had been independent before the Duke was exiled to these lands, and with a bit of work at the mountain pass by Onyx and I, Rivermist was sealed to his forces and independent once more. 


It felt a little surreal to resume my life after all the incredible things I had gone through, but the joy I had discovered with embracing my identity never really faded away. Each day was an exciting new experience. Together with my mothers and the townsfolk, I was ready for anything. They say dragons are territorial, prone to carving out domains and defending them furiously. I think I now understood the source of those stories. This was my home. It was mine. And anyone who wanted to take it from me would discover the truth behind the legends. 





Even hatchlings have fangs. 
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