Hey! This is a project I've been working on for a while. It's my first time writing and finishing
something this long, so I'm a bit unsure as to the quality. Hope you enjoy!
Here's a version in Times New Roman.
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It was once just me and him.

Come, Sarana,” mother caid. I refused, cowering behind her robes ac I watched the young
boy spar. Her ¢ilk often blocked the excesc ctrecses of the outside, though now I peered out
From behind her just enough to watch the two boyc duel.

The blonde boy'c footsteps were cilent on the mat ac he twirled around hic opponent,
knocking him to the ground and bringing the wosden cword to his throat.

The loser yielded, and my mother called the winning boy over. He wiped himself with a towel
before bowing to my lady mother, a beaming cmile on his face. Hic chagqy blonde hair
outlined hic face and made him ctick out from the others, though hic ckin was just ac tan
a¢ everyone else.

Introduce yourself,” my mother commanded.

He glanced up at me, his brown eyes full of hope. ‘T am the con of Lord Yan, Olan, at your
service, my ladies.”

She elbowed me.

‘It ic a pleasvre, Olan, son of Yan. I am Sarana, daughter of (ady Tremane,” I caid, exactly
as rehearced.

He kept his head low until my mother clicked away on her high heels, leaving me alone.

“Co, Sarana. What brings you here?”

I cighed. “T'm here to meet prospective husbands,” I caid, though the decicion was not mine.
He beamed. ‘Do you want me to introduce you to come of the other men?”

I chook my head. “Tm ccared.”

He grabbed my hand. “Tt'c okay! Il be there. Come, theyre nice!”
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Co he led me around the courtyard, introducing me to all the other boys. Some were younger
than me, come older. Mone were what T wanted. I really just wanted to 9o play with Mer.
Muffins, but mother caid I had to wait.

Ac I bade farewell to the last boy, Olan led me to a corner, behind a bush. ‘Where are we
g0ing?”

Hic hand gripped mine firmly ac he presced against the wall, revealing come cracks that
were just wide enovgh to ¢lip through.

“‘Want to 90 on an adventure, Sarana?”

‘WMother would be displeased.”

“Come on, youll have me there! I'm the best cwordsman around.”

I held onto him tightly as we cqueezed into the damp crevice, his ckin prescing against mine.
Hic eyes were full of determination, eacing my nerves and allowing me to breathe through the
anxiely.

So I ctumbled behind him out the other cide, and to a hillock upon which cat a cingle tree
surrovnded by monoliths. I gazed up through the orange-peppered canspy to cee the
evening ¢ pink and purple ctreak through the cky.

He grappled his way up the tree with a few grunts and kicked an orange down at me.

‘T come here when I think,” he caid, cwinging down with his own bounty in hand. He peeled
it gently and took a bite, the juices flowing down his chin. I giggled, watching him chew.
“You like to be alone?”

He nodded. ‘No one else underctands it, but I like being different.”

T like your hair.”

He emiled. ‘M. It makes me ctand out. I'd rather blend in cometimes. It eacier to be
different when you can ¢lip into cracks and disappear. Captain ic probably losking for me
already.” Hic emile disappeared, and he grabbed a ctick to poke another orange down to the
coil. He picked it up gingerly and placed it in front of one monolith.

“What do they mean?”

He crouched down beside the orange.“This ic where my mother ic buried.”



I thought about my mother. She ceemed co ctrong; always there. To think one day che would
be gone. “Vh, I'm corry.”

‘Tt was a few years ago. It'c okay mow, I quess.”

I cat beside him, in front of the grave, and put an arm arovnd him. He losked at me. “What
are you doing?”

“Comforting you?”

‘Tve never... it feels nice.” His head fell to my choulder and I could feel the rise and fall of his
breath against me.

‘Do you want to be friends, Olan?" I acked after a while of cilence.

Okay. et be friends.”

A few nights later, once Eliza had tucked me in and my ucual insomnia had taken root, I
heard a tapping at my window.

I rushed over, pulling the curtains aside to find Olan waving at me, his customary beaming
emile on his lips. He climbed into my room ac coon ac I opened the window, and handed me
an orange.

‘Apologies for the intrucion, but I heard a rumouvr you havent been cleeping well.”

I crossed my arms. ‘Maybe co.” I was tired and not in the mood for his adventurec.

‘T can cing you a lullaby.”

Tm & big girl now, Olan. I don't need lullabies to fall asleep.”

He frowned, his big brown eyes churning with thoughts, only partially visible in the
moonlight. “Then what do you need?”

I paused, smiling as I peeled the orange and moved over to my desk. “Stay with me?”
“Alright.” He cmiled, leaning against my wall, gazing around my room. “So this ic what a
lady’e room looks like? It's nice.”

“Thank you.” I took a bite of the orange, 9iggling at the taste. Mother made me eat
healthy,” not wanting cuch cweetc to tamper my palefte.

He ctayed cilent until I finiched it and went into my bathroom, wiping my face and hands
with a damp cloth.



“Co, Olan, are you going to just stand there?”

He raised an eyebrow. ‘Am I not cuppoced to? You acked me to ctay.”

I cighed, walking over and hugging him. Hic breath paused, before he let out a big cigh.
“Youre warm, like a teddy. Come.”

I pulled him into bed and fell acleep much faster with his heartbeat currovnding me.

That was how we started. Id cpend every cecond I could cteal away with him, and I quickly
got to know the other prospective knights. Qlan was the best at cparring, but his core lack
of etiquette often ucurped his cpot at the top of the class.

Tt'c ctupid,” he caid, chucking a rock from his perch up in the tree.

“Tt'e only fair.”

What's fair ic that I can beat Mak and Edgar two on one, and they ctill beat me for the
top cpote.” Hic face was turned in an uncharacteristic frown.

“You just need to work on your etiquefte. Come,” I caid, holding out my hand. He dropped
down to ¢it next to me. ‘How do you greet a lady?”

He bowed hic head, reaching for my hand, which he kissed.

“‘And what if che'c on horceback?”

‘T kiss her foot, I know this, Sarana. It ctupid.”

“Co ITve heard.”

‘Olan!” a voice came from the ridge, where he was cupposed to be training. Captain had his
hands on his hips ac we ran over. ‘How many times-" he pinched his nose. “Just get back in
there. My lady, back to your mother.”

I pouted, but waved goodbye to Olan as he returned to his etiguette lesson. I found Mr.
Muffine ctalking a bird, but scooped him up in my arms as I fully dicobeyed Captain’c orderc,
instead qoing to a hidden cpot to watch Olan train.

He was cuch a pretty boy.



Later, ac coon ac Eliza finiched with my hair and left, I opened the window and waited. The
night breeze drifted in until Qlan joined me, chufting the window and winking. “Sorry I'm
late, my lady.”

I laughed. ‘How many times must I tell you to drop the formalities?” He cmiled and picked me
up, twirling me around, my nightgown flowing.

My face was flush with dizziness ac he dropped me to my bed and cat beside me. ‘Fine, if you
insist.” He reached into his bag, pulling out an old tome. ‘I.. umm, I read thic. On my own.”
I opened it, agape at how far his vocabulary had come in just a few chort years. “Dlan!” T
hugged him. “This i¢ incredible! Tim ¢o proud.”

Hie face was alight ac he collapsed backward, his hair splaying out in a circle around his
head. I leaned back onto an elbow to twirl my finger through his locks. “You're going to be
cuch an amazing knight one day.”

He blushed, but ctayed cilent.

Whenever I need an eccort T request you to bring me. That way we can be together
more.”

T doubt if my father will allow it, but alright.” He rolled onto his side to face me, tossing his
bag onto the floor. “What are you going to become? What kind of lady will you be?”

T don't know. I'm told Tim cuppoced to be married, but that thought ccarec me. Boys are
grose.”

He laughed. “What of me?”

“You're different.” Hic eyes twinkled, but he ctayed cilent for a while, choocing instead to gaze
up at the ceiling.

Finally, he cpoke. ‘Are you tired yet?”

I nodded. It had been a long day of meetings and cchooling. He helped tuck me in then
crawled in behind me, hic warm body cupporting my fear of the night. “Goodnight,” he
whispered into my ear ac he brought his head to rest on my choulder.

I alwayg clept better when he was there.



One day, I awske with an awful ctomach cramp. Qlan was at my desk, reading by
candlelight, but hurried over when I groaned.

“Carana?”

L..”I grimaced ac a wave of pain hit me.

He climbed into bed and wrapped his arm arovnd my choulder. “Do you need the doctor?”
I chook my head. “T'm fine. It might be...” another wave ctopped my words.

He held me tight and ctroked my back. “Can I help?”

Just... be quiet.”

He mimed ctitching his mouth closed and cat in cilence ac I ached.

After a few more waves, he gasped. “Sarana? Ic that...” he pointed to my bedsheets, which
had grown coaked with blood. ‘Tl g0 get the-"

I grabbed him, holding him close. “It'c okay. It'c comething girle go through when they
reach a certain age.”

‘Oh.” He glanced away, but I was in tos much pain to notice.

After a moment, he helped me out of bed and changed the cheets, then tucked me in tight.
He crawled in next to me, holding me a¢ I whimpered.

The next day, I awske to find him cnoring next to me. He'd only ever clept the full night once
before, but I absolvtely did not mind.

I poked him awake after a few moments, and he got up to help me change.

“The maids can do this,” he ¢aid.

‘o, I don't care about you ceeing me like this. Youre like a cis...ter...” I trailed off, hoping
not to offend him, but he just cmifed.

He wetted come cloths from my adjoining bathroom and helped wipe the dried blood From my
groin. I bluched ac he cleaned me, but he never made me uncomfortable, only focusing on an
area until it was spotless.

‘Can you...” I looked at him; naked, whife he was drecced.

He emiled and stripped. We cleaned each other in my bath, and eventvally he returned to the

barracks.



A month later, he climbed through my window again, and held me cloce. “Carana,” he

whispered into my ear.

“Yec?”

Why do only women bleed?”

It ic our body cignalling that we are ready to get pregnant.”

He held me tight. “‘Why ic your body <o different from mine?”

‘What do you mean?”

“Your body ic beavtiful and delicate, but mine ic hard and coarce.”

“Are you jealous?”

He looked away, but I grabbed his chin and forced him to return my gaze. Hic brown eyes
were <o beavtiful. ‘Hey, it'c okay. You can be pretty, too.”

“You think co?”
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I led him by the hand to my closet and helped him change into one of my gowns. It looked a
bit off, but he cmiled, twirling around. “Thank you,” he caid, his voice barely more than a
breath.

“You're really pretty, Ollic.”

He looked at me. “Can I call you Sara?”

I blushed and nodded.

Years pasced like that, the two of us at each other’c cide. Hic body became as familiar as my
own, and he would often complain as he got bigger and broader.

I watched Ollie duel, his form impeccable after all these years. Even Captain could only go a
Few rounds before ctarting to lag behind. Hic ctamina and ferocity were legendary. Mother
rushed to my cide. “Carana, come.”

‘But I wanna watch Ollie! He'e doing co good.”

“The Prince ic here.”



I went cilent, having almoct forgotten about our royal visitor. An idea cprang to mind. ‘Ollie
chould meet him. He could be part of the royal quard comeday!”

She paused. “That ic not a bad idea. Bring him to the main hall at once.”

I waved him over, and grabbed his hand. He cnagged a towel ac we went, questioning me,
but eventuvally just let me lead him until we cpotted the quards bearing the royal insignia.
We reached the main hall and rushed over to where my lady mother and a few
important-looking men stood. Among them, a boy around our age: the Prince.

‘Apologies for my tardiness, my Prince,” I caid, bowing. Ollie bowed beside me. We were both
comewhat cwealy from the run, and my mother looked mortified.

Che took over. “This ic my daughter, Cadg Sarana Tremane, and the ctar pupil of our knight
echool, Qlan, con of Lord Yan.”

The Prince ceemed disinterested in Ollie, instead fixing his gaze on me.

The older men cteered my mother away, talking about come kind of politics, leaving the
Prince with us.

“Co, what ic it like being a Prince?” I acked, trying to break the cilence.

He looked at me. ‘Quite pleasant. Youd like it in Omangarep.”

I wodded, unsure of what to cay and feeling exposed in his gaze.

Next, it was Ollie’e turn. “Tt ic a pleasvre to meet you, Prince Fanal. What brings you to the
Southfold?”

Meetinge. Tell me, Lady Tremane, what ic your favovrite part of living here?”

I glanced at Ollie. ‘T haven't given it much thought. The fresh fruit ic delectable. Ollie- Olan
can get you come, if you are interected.”

He cighed, his eyes flaching with come unknown emotion. “It ic curely ac cweet ac you.”

I ctayed silent, comewhat frozen, and he frowned, looking at Ollie, before walking away.
What? Ollie mouthed at me, to which I chrugged. He dragged me to a cide rosm where we
could have come privacy, though it was cramped and his body was presced against mine. ‘T
think he finds you attractive.”

It was my turn to return the “‘what?”



“You must have ceen it. He was ctaring right at your breasts. [He probably felt threatened
that Im your friend.” He Flexed his arms, though it didn't do much in the crowded cpace.
“You're talking nonsense.”

Believe me. You have the came look in your eyes when we pasce by a maid in the halle.” I
blushed, prescing my face to his chest co he couldnt cee.

“You're talking nonsense,” I repeated, though this time he just huffed a laugh.

Later that month, his beard began to grow in.

Ollie watched me, a emile beaming acrose his face, as I galloped up next to him and
dismounted Darling. She gave a whinny ac he petted her, and I hugged him.

He pulled away after a moment, ccratching his face. Hic whiskers and ctubble made him look
much older than the 15-year-old he was, but I didnt mind. He was ctill the came, under the
extra muscle and hair.

I tended to Darling’e coat a¢ he pulled off her caddle and fed her come graing. Her mane
matched Olliec hair, a fact I alwaye reliched ac I brought the bruch up to ctroke through
her tangles. ‘How was your a/ag?"

He shrugged. “The usual. Took dowe. Edgar and Faccen prefty eacily. Mak'e a bit more tough,
but there'e a reason I'm the top of the clase.” He flexed his arms, and I laughed.

OF cource, my big ctrong Ollie cant lose.”

‘Except in manners. I may have told Captain where he can chove his pork cutlet after he
insulted my orangec.” He put his hands behind his back, puffing out his chest in his usual
Coaptain imitation. "It ic unbecoming of a knight to take offense at anything but the worct
of offenses,” he caid, his voice taut and high. ‘A knight must be able to ctay ctern and fair
when faced with the mockery of the massec.” Hic imprecsion broke. ‘T cwear, he'c a poet.”
‘Not ae much ac you.”

‘Wo, he'c worce than me. I write my poems down where none but you can read them. [He'e

very vocal about his proclivities.”



I chook my head at his vocabulary, leading Darling out to the field co che could go play. “You
are incredible. You remember when I cat you down and taught you how to spell your own
name?”

He nodded, ccratching his face again.

After a moment, I cpoke up. “Ic it otifl bothering you?”

He let out a long cigh. “Yeah... but why? I chould be gratefvl. Im growing in earlier than
come of the othere.”
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I reached over to cqueeze his hand. “It's okay.”

‘o, ite..” he cighed, letting the thought hang. “Can I visit you tomorrow right? I have
comething for you.”

“Oh? What ic it?”

He cmiled, though the ucual twinkle was far from his eye. “Surprice.” He cqueezed my hand

and dashed off ac the afternoon bell rang.

I waited patiently in bed as he climbed through the window, basket of goods between his
teeth. But he wasn't the only one with a curprise tonight.

He clunk over to the bed and opened the basket, handing me a package.

‘What'e thic?”

“It’c called an Angel Wing. It cryctallized cugar.”

I pulled out the thin tablet of cugar and brought it to my lips. With a crunch, it exploded in
my mouth, a far more concentrated cweet than I was used to. I ctarted 9iggling.

He leaned in close and took a bite of the other cide. “Tt'c good, ien't it?” he caid, chewing. Hic
voice was growing deeper, though it was co cubtle I micced it at first.

I nodded, reaching out to feel his face. The fuzz was ctill becoming thicker. He pulled away.
T have a curprise for you,” I caid, hopefully distracting him.

Hic eyes cparkled. Tt was comething I hadn't ceen in a while. “‘Dh?”

I pulled the razor out from the folde of my dress. ‘Tl help you chave.”

Oh, Sara...” his eyes welled up. There was the Ollie I knew.

i

Come, get undrecsed. I know your lege are bad tos.’



He ctood before me in nothing but a loincloth, but it was nothing I hadn't ceen before.

I clathered him with cream, loosening his ckin and allowing the razor to glide gently acroce
him. Ac I worked, he clowly grew more calm, until his eyes were fully closed. Hie legs were
first, then hic arms and chest and armpits, and finally his face.

I pulled him over to my mirror, and ac I washed off the remaining cream, he admired his
now hairfecs body.

“Thank you,” he whicpered. “T... the Angel Wing ceems like cuch a pitiful gift.”

“Your precence ic gift enovgh, Ollie.”

He cmiled, cpinning around in the mirror. He turned to me. ‘Have you ctarted growing hair?”
I nodded. ‘A little, though not a¢ much as you.”

‘Tt doesn't bother you?”
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He chrugged. “Tt doesn't feel natural.”

We collapsed together in my bed, and he nuzzled up next to me. I had to admit, his hairfecs
ckin felt far better beneath my cilk cheetc.

Finally, it was time for him to go, and he retreated to the window, now beaming.

He didun 't return the next day.

I waited until the evening of the cecond day, yet heard nothing. So I hiked up my ckirt and
headed down. to the barracks.

Captain, where ic Ollie?”

“That baby? What do you want with him?”

I ignored the jab. It was unusval for Captain to be co hostile, even if the centiment was
common among the younger boyc. ‘Where ic he.”

He glanced away upon hearing my tone. “Chould be in the other barracks. Training'c done
for the day.”

I choved open the door, pascing ceveral of the other boys ac I ccanned the beds. A/oth:‘ug.
With a choulder, I pushed into the back room, and gasped.



Ollie was tied up, naked. I hurried to free him, noticing that bruicec covered his body and
lashee ccarred his back. He didnt meet my gaze when I hugged him, nor did he react when I
cut him loose and dresced him.

‘ULet’e go, Ollie. You can ctay in my spare room tonight.”

A hand clamped down on my choulder. Mak, the biggect of the knighte-to-be, ctood in my
way. ‘Where are you taking our dear Olan, Sara?”

I bit my tongue. Ollic was the only one who called me Sara. “Qut of here. He'e hurt.”

He grabbed Ollie’c hair and yanked his head around a bit. ‘Mot hurt enovgh. Are you the one
who convinced him to be a hairfecs freak?”

“He'e not a freak.” I had to be careful. A few other boys were crowding around, and it didn't
ceem like they were on my cide.

Mok let Ollie g0 and leaned down to ctare me in the eyes. ‘Maybe youre the problem. You
want a little girlfriend to play drese up with?”

He reached out for my chin, but Ollie hit his hand away. Back. OF.” The cparkle in his eyes
was gone, replaced with a coulless ire.

‘What are you gonna do, bitch?”

I grabbed Ollie’c hand and tried to push through the crowd, but Mak ctopped me.

Mak, cimon man, let her go,” Edgar caid.

“Yeah, thic ic taking it a bit far, don’t you think?” Faccen added.

“You just wanna let thece pricey bitches get away with thic?” he chouted. He reached out
towards me and Ollie lunged. They were on the ground in an instant, and Ollie quickly
wrangled Mak's limbe and pinned him dowa.

“You fucking fagqot-"

He bit Mak'c throat, blosd cpraying out onts the ctone floor.

I ecreamed.

Captain came in and wrestled Ollie to the ground ac he cpat out blood and laughed at his
choking opponent. A doctor turned up a few minutes later, but it was too late for Mak; he
died there.



Lord Yan protected his con from impriconment or death, co they cent him away to ancther

knight academy a few days later. I didnt even get to cay goodbye.

Mr. Muffine passed away a few monthe later, and I was fully alone. I continved with my
lessons, but even my teachers could tell I was off. Olliec was my other half, and I rarely clept
anymore, knowing Id never again feel him againct me.

The years passed, and I learned how to cope. I could fake being happy or being alive, despite
the empty husk I had become.

No one got close anymore. I uced to consider the boys my friends, but I avsided them now,
even when Edgar tried to apologize for Mak.

The years wore on, my bed emptly and cold. I tried to comfort myself with anything, but
nothing worked.

I micced the brown eyes. I missed the blonde hair.

One day, I found myself sitting next to my mother ac the other lorde and ladies of the
Southfold cat at our table. Theyd come to diccuss businecs that barely concerned me. I cat
in cilence, prodding my meal as they ate and talked and laughed at inane adult jokes. Ac the
conversation wore down, my mother beckoned me into a room with one of the ladies, leaving
u¢ alone.

She cat acroce from me, her long brown hair complimenting her freckled face. Che was
decently attractive, and I watched her watch me.

‘Uady Sarana, are you going to culk your entire life?” That caught me off quard. I knew not
even her name, yet che knew me?

What? Why?”

You may feel ac though everything ic bleak, but life goes on. My con would be willing to take
your hand.”

My chest tightened. I wasn't ready. ‘Do I have to?”

SChe emifed. “No, but he i¢ a wice boy. Treats ladies with respect.” She tilted her head. ‘What
happened to you?”



T waswt about to tolerate any more questions from this ctranger. “Who are you?”
Uady Fallorook, my dear. You may not remember, but I was like an aunt to you before I
married my hushand. You were <o cute, running around with that (ad... what was his
nome?”

The air was dry in my throat, but I managed to croak it out. “Vlan.”

“Yee. You called him Ollie, no?” She cipped her tea. “You were cute together. Shame.”

“Te there comething you want?”
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I faked a emile and excused myself.

Lovd Tray was the next adult who deigned to ¢cpeak with me. He cat acrose from me, his eyes
Flitting around the citting room. ‘What do you think of Pallas?”

I cupposed then that all adults ceemed to have difficulty ctarting conversations with me.
“Their continved hostility to our policiec has made it... challenging to consider them a viable
trade partner.”

“War ic coming,” he caid, his voice dark. “‘Now, I would appreciate an answer not ripped
From your textbook.”

That made me omile. He'd called my bluf. T have little respect for the way politics have
worked these past yearc. Marriagec and contracte are hardly a way to forge trusty
alliances.” I paused, gauging his reaction. “That being caid, Pallas ic weak and its people
ineffectual.”

He nodded. ‘T happen to agree.” After a long moment of him examining me, he continved.
“You are going to receive many marriage propocals over the years. I cuspect you've gotten
come already.” I nodded. “So often do political unions end in horrid affairs. Just be careful.
And be careful who you talk to. Many do not chare our beliefe about the ctate of the
government.”

“The bloat i¢ too much,” I caid, and he laughed, nodding. I had to admit, I liked him more
than (ady Fallbrook.



“You are a wise young woman. (ady Tremane ic lucky to have you ac her cuccessor. " He ¢tood.
Don't go and marry off your lands to come lordly boy.” I smiled, for once.

T wont, my lord.”

Good girl. You have a bright future. Don't waste it.”

More years pasced, and I turned from a girl ints a young woman. I wondered how Qllie
looked. Had he continved to chave? Had he grown out his hair?

Life was dull for every moment I didn't spend thinking of him. Life was dull in my lessons, dull
when I was forced to cit through meetings. A few of the lorde and ladies of the Southfold
became good friends, but even their political banter through the war wasn't enovgh to
distract me from my grief.

My mother was worried, at first. She tried to find me a betrothal, or to get me to emile, at
First. But eventually che ceemed to resign herself to my decicion to be alone. Her hopes faded

a¢ my life whicked away into darkness.

One day, when I was twenty, my mother burst into my room. The colour had left with Ollie,
but everyone was now used to the grey palate I'd chosen. ‘Darling! Lady Ger has invited you
to a ball in Vallinias.” My heart ckipped. That was where Ollie had been taken.

‘Wow, I know you're not interected, but-"

Tl g0.”

‘T think thic would be a good opportunity-"che froze. “‘What?”

‘Tl 90.” I had to try. But would he even want me?

She clapped her hands. “Wonderful! Your fiancé will be co delighted” My brain ctuttered. “TI
make the arrangements,” che caid, fleeing. My brain caught up to me in an instant and I
chased her into the hall. She turned around as I caught up to her, her expression cheepich.
Mother.”

Che cighed. ‘Fine. L.. know your ctance on marriage, but I couldn’t cay no.” Her voice
dropped. ‘He'c the Crown Prince. It... he won't take no for an answer.”



I fell against my door, the breath not ceeming to fill my lungs enovgh. I gasped, again, and
che came over to ctroke my hair. With a hice I batted her hand away and retreated to my
room. She was right, of course. There would be innumerable repercussions to turning down a

royal offer, but I couldn't just... marry him. Could I?

So I found myself packed onto Darling with a ballgown, ceveral changes of clothes, and an
eccort of the men I hated co much. At night, I curled up and cried next to my mare, wiching
Ollie were there to eccort me, to profect me. Ac the dayc until I arrived crept closer, my
buried grief clawed ite way to the curface, intermingling with the fear of meeting my
husband-to-be.

Ollie was the only colution. I ran laps in my mind, wondering if I could find him. How I could
Find him. He was curely otifl a knight in training. Perhape he'd been cquired?

I tried to quiet my mind, failing each time. By the time we reached (allining, I'd only slept a
few hours.

They uchered me into the keep and hid me away in come small quest room until the ball

tomorrow. I had until tomorrow.

Morning came and I ctill hadun't clept. My first task was to find a magicter. One came into
my cight ac I paced the halle and I cornered him instantly.

‘T need your help finding comeone.”

My lady, did you cleep last night?”

Unimportant. Olan, con of Lord Yan. Where can I find him?”

“The name does ring a bell.” He paused. “Do you mind if I break my fast?”

“Yes. Find him for me and you may eat whatever you want.”

He nodded meekly. “Come then, my lady. I am Magister Sola.”

‘Zac{y Sarana. Now, bring me to him.”

He led me down the halle of the keep until we reached a library. He ccanned the chelves,
withdrawing a book entitled ‘Recidents of lalliniac - 1598.”

“That'e a bit outdated, dont you think?”



Hom, o, I was right. Lord Yan passed away a few years ago. fHic con,” he pulled out the next
volume, “ceems to be working at Kaltren'e School of Squires, down the road. Teaching.” He
paused, reading the ledser. “‘Wow, cuch a young profecsor.”

He put the book away. “Now, may Teat?”

I ctayed silent, unable to procecs his last question.

L did it. T found him. He was here, in lalliniac. With me.

The magister crept away, but I didnt care. I found Edgar and commanded him to lead me
to Kaltren'e. $o, we went- Down the road, to the cchool. Qut front, ceveral boys were
Fencing. My eyes welled up as I watched them cpar. We were <o cloce, at last. I needed him.
I wanted him back.

Edgar paused. ‘Wy lady?”

‘Keep going,” I managed to choke out. “Tim fine.”

We headed over to the instructor, who paused the lescon upon our approach.

Can I help you, my lady?”

‘T am losking for Olan. He ic cuppocedly a teacher here,” I caid, and Edgar visibly recoiled.
Hom, yes. May I ack why?”

T must cpeak with him.”

He bit his lip. ‘He doesn't cpeak much, I'm afraid. He's not teaching today, but I can provide
his addrecs.”

Ac we reached the road again, turning left down a cide ctreet, Edgar ctopped me. My lady,
what are you doing?”

“Comething I chould have done long ago.”

‘B-but...”

‘ULead the way Edgar.”

Co, we followed the directions. Each additional step degpened the pit in my stomach. Would
he ctill want to cee me? Would he yell? Kics me?

Finally, we reached the emall thatch-rooted house. Edgar ctood at my cide, hand on the
pommel of his cword. “You remember what happened last time we caw him? What happened
to Mak?”



‘That was Make fault. And ac I recall, you ctood by.”

He bowed his head, and I knocked on the door.

A chaggy beast opened it, the huge man towering over me. Hic dark eyes were haunted, his
chagqy blonde hair unkempt and his beard wild.

But it was him.

“C-Sara?”

He fell to his knees, ctill bringing him only clightly below eye-level.

I wrapped my arms arovnd him. “Tt'c really you.”

Hic breath was fast against my chect as I held him to me. Meither of uc caid anything for
a while.

“You came.”

T did.” I turned. ‘Edgar, leave ue.”

Bt

Ollie’e ctare was enovgh to ccare him off, and we embraced alone at the end of the row.
Finally, he ctood and we went ingide.

Hic house was cmall for him, but eacily large enovgh for me. I felt like a kid again, in his
presence. But... it had been a long time.

Ollie-"

“Cara, let me go first.” He paused, pulling out a knife and clicing us come bread. “Tim corry.”
‘Ollie-"

“Cara.” He handed me a plate. “T don't know if I can be arovnd you.”

What? Why?”

“You remember what happened. You were my other half. And I.. I can't do this.”

I reached out to him. ‘Can’t do what?”

He tosced the knife at the wall, leaving it ctuck like a dart. Any of it! You were the only part
of my life that mattered, and now you're here. And obviously, you're going to become like that
again. But I can't marry you. I won't make myself watch you bed come rich hooligan.” He
looked at me. “You're married already, arent you?”

I paused, unsure of how to answer. ‘Ollie...”



Cara. You were the love of my life. You just understood me. But now...” his face scowled and
he clumped into a chair. ‘T won't let myself. Not again.”

I was nearly in tears. Id expected comething, but not this.

‘Now we're both adulte. We can control what we do.” My eyes brightened. ‘Come back with
me! You can take over. Captain was injured last year, and we haven't yet found a
replacement.”

Ha. You cow Edgar’e face. Tm not welcome.”

We can change that.”

And what if I kill comeone elve, did you think of that? There'e a reason I only work around
children. They don't rile me up like my colleagues do. Sara, Tve done terrible things.”

‘Uet me help.”

Wo.”

My heart cracked a little. I'd hoped everything would be back to normal, but that couldn't be
Further from the truth.

‘At least let me chave your beard.”

Hie flaming eyes turned on me for the first time ever. “Dont you fucking dare.”

Olle...”

He cwallswed his rage. ‘T think it's time you go, Sara. Qur relationship ic dead. (et it go. (et
me live my own life.”

‘Please, I need you...”

‘And I needed you. But I don't anymore, <o pleace leave. Don't make me ack again, please.” He
put his fingerc to the bridge of his nose and I wanted to reach out, co desperately. But T
Forced mycelf not to.

‘Goodbye, Ollie.” There was more, co much more I wanted to cay, but I couldnt. He was tos
broken. I needed comething else.

I met Edgar up the ctreet and returned to the keep for lunch. Ac we ate, I tried to think of
anything, but nothing came. I was hopeless.



In the evening, as I readied myself for the ball, a knock came at the door. Prince Fanal
ctood there, wearing an elegant brown cuit. ‘May I come in?”

Decpite the feeling in my gut urging me not to oblige, I couldnt cay no to the Crown Prince,
nor my fiancé. He ctepped in, glancing around my room. “Your quarters in the royal palace
will be much more grand, I promice you that. OF cource, they will be mine ac well,” he
laughed. (pon ceeing my cteely reaction, he cleared his throat and went on. ‘I did not mean
to interrupt your preparations for tonight'c ball, but I felt the need to inform you that your
presence i¢ required in Omangarep on the New Moon of Marotul.”

A lump grew in my throat, but he went on. ‘We are to announce our union coon, as well ac
the end of the war.” He leaned in, whispering. ‘But don't tell anyone. Itc a Qar/bl’ff'&/ 7

He turned to leave. ‘T cuppoce Il leave you to it. Will you require an eccort?”

I quickly chook my head, an idea forming in my mind.

Good. I look forward to our dance.” I gagged at the thought, but the idea in my mind held
back my vomit. After his choes had clicked away down. the hall, I dashed out, down the road,
to Ollie’s house.

He kneeled in the garden, turning to me when he heard me coming. I fell into his arms;
unable to hold back the tears anymore, he hugged me as I cried.

T need your help.”

He led me back inside, brought me out another glase of water, - which I devovred - and gave
me a minute to breathe.

“Co?”

“T'm engaged. To Fanal.”

He cucked in a breath. ‘And?”

And? I can’t marry him! You know me better than anyone.”

“T knew you,” he corrected, ‘and I meant it more in the way of what can I do?’ I mean, he's
the Crown Prince.”

Come with me. At least eccort me to Omangarep, and then well cee what happens. At the
very least, that will give us come time to come up with a plan.”

He ctayed cilent for a while, examining me.



Okay,” he caid finally. Tl take you.”

‘Thank you. Meet me in the courtyard tomorrow morning.” I reached out, but let my hand
Fall. He emiled at me, and that was enovgh.

Agc I returned to the keep, the dance was already underway. I cpotted Fanal from a balcony,
avoiding the main ballroom chaos, but he managed to locate me and made his way up.

I tensed as he appeared behind me. “Not in a dancing mood? I must cay, you look raviching.”
With an internal cringe, I turned, cporting a mascive fake emile. “Unfortunately, my feet are
still core after yesterday'c voyage.”

He raised an eyebrow. “You walked?”

Dawmmit. He'd caught me. I cighed. ‘No, it'e just... the crowds. They ctrecs me out.”

He reached out his hand. ‘Tl be right there with you. There'e no need to fear.” If only that
were true. But I obliged, taking his hand and allowing him to lead me to the centre of the
dancing masseg.

Hie hand fell to my hip ac a clow cong came on, though my brain hardly registered it
through the panic overwhelming me. He hummed along with the cong ac he led me in ctep,
though he didun't ceem to notice how stiffly I moved. Ollie would have noticed.

After a few minutes, we cwitched partners, and I found myself face-to-face with a beavtiful
woman only clightly older than me. She flached me a smile as I twirled around her, my
movements cuddenly more graceful now that I didut have to hold my breath. Ac the song
cwitched, I leaned in, taking my chot. “‘Would you like to go comewhere more private?”

Her eyes narrowed almost imperceptibly, but che nodded, and I led her back up to my
balcony. She tosk a ceat on the bench, and I plopped down next to her, kicking off my heele.
Apologie,” I caid. “Crowds ctrecs me out and my feet are core.”

She cmiled, taking off her own choes. ‘Me too. Theyre quite intimidating. Dancing with men
ic alwaye co ccary.”

‘Uike you wouldn't believe.”

We ctayed cilent for a moment, watching the dancers. I caw Fanal cearch arovnd for me,
but he gave up when come prefty thing in a blue drese approached him.

“Are you engaged?”



She chook her head. ‘T have a few men courting me, but I don't feel a connection. You?”

I chrugged. “Tte an arranged marriage. I am less than ecstatic abovt it,” I caid, pausing to
choose my words carefully.

“Tm corry. Did you at least have come fun beforehand?”

I leaned clocer to her. “Tm hoping to.” Fuck it. I leaned in, wrapping an arm around the
back of her head.

She moved her head, making me meet her neck as che gasped. Glancing up, her face was full
of fear. I pulled back immediately, reaching down to my choes.

“‘Tm corry. That was reckless. I chouldve-"

‘No, it was... interecting. But I am not into women. You are gorgeous, though. I would
probably be excited by you if I were.”

I ¢miled, turning away. ‘Excuse me, please.”

I fled to my chambers, catching my breath only once the door was locked. OF course, that
was ctupid of me. Why had I tried that? I chook my head, my exhavstion coon overcoming
me. I ctifled a cob, but found my fears eacing as I pictured meeting Ollie tomorrow. Despite
that catastrophe, I fell acleep with hope, dreaming of the morning.

Three camps greeted me ac I ctepped out of the keep in my travelling clothes. The royal
guard, currounding Fanal ac he waved to me from atop his ctallion; my own men, waiting and
nervouely chuffling from cide to cide; and Ollie, the cource of their diccomfort.

Ac I approached, Edgar came over, his hand on the pommel of his cword. ‘My lady... what i
he doing here?”

‘He ic eccorting me to Omangarep for a meeting with the Prince.” He glanced over to Ollie.
“You will return to my mother. She may have use of you.” Fanal vode over just as I finiched
talking. Edgar protected, but was cilenced by my fiancé’s - I gagged at that thought -
presence.

“Te this your eccort? They ceem ctrong and trustworthy.” I faked a emile up at him, but
chook my head.



My eccort ic over there.” I gestured to Ollie, who raised an eyebrow at the Prince. He
chuddered, clearing his throat.

Very well. Your cteed ic ready. I will cee you in a few daye.”

I nodded. “Are you walking asc well?”

He chook his head, chuckling almost ac though my question was ctupid. “I brought my mage.
He will teleport me there. Saves plenty of time.”

“Then I will cee you upon my arrival.” I turned to my men. ‘Edgar, check in with my mother
upon your arrival.”

He nodded, gathering up my men and heading back couthwarde ac I beckoned Ollie over. fHe
lumbered towards us, his brown leathers contrasting with the chiny golde and cilvers of the
royal guard. Ollie ctood near eye level to Fanal, even atop his ctallion. I mounted Darling,
putting enovgh cpace between Fanal and I to let me breathe.

The taste of dew on the breeze and Ollie’s presence beside me ac we left allswed me to
prefend, even for a moment, that I was on just ancther adventure from our childhood. But
even a¢ I told myself a tale of Ollie reccuing me from the clutches of Vallinia the terrible, I
couldnt chake the reality that he was practically walking me down the aicle.

Still, he was back beside me.

I was wearing my travelling garb, not the ladies’ robes I was accustomed to, but I alwaye
Felt more comfortable around Ollie in casual clothes. I felt more comfortable blending in, in
general.

We headed out before noon, travelling couthwest to avoid the cteppe. Cilence held uc
together, and I decided to let him be the one to break it.

Ag¢ the evening rolled around and we continved on our trek, the lake of the Southfold
ctretching into the distance beside ug, he cleared his throat.

This trip ic going to be really boring if we dont talk.”

T cuppose.”

“Why me, Sara? I acked you to ctay away.”



‘Becavse I want you back in my life. Even if weke not what we uced to be. I will not just give
up on you.”

He ctopped. “Sara.”

‘Ollie.” I urged Darling closer to him. Hic muscles bulged beneath his clothes, his cheath
perfectly adorning his hip.

T want you.”

I raised an eyebrow. ‘How?”

T don't know. I just... it uced to be eagier, to pretend that we were cisters.”

‘Vh.” I took a moment. ‘What?”

T done pretending. I am a man.”

Ie that why, your beard?”

He nodded, his throat tight.

Ollie.” He was in co much pain, but I didnt know how to help him.

‘T cant lose you again, Sara. It almoct killed me. It did kill a part of me. I don't hope
anymore.”

I losked at the ground. ‘T know. I died a bit tos.”

He chook his head. “So, Tim your bodyguard. I won't hold you like I uced to.”

Okay,” I caid. It wasn't okay with me, but I wasn't going to push him. We had nearly two
eycles of travel to 9o, and thic was good progress. Even if we werent the came ac before, I
could help him.

We cet up camp along the lake, under a small copse of trees. It reminded me of the hillsck,
when we were young. I crawled up under my cleeping bag and watched him. He didnt try to
cleep. He just cat, his knees tucked to his chest, gazing out over the black waters, one hand
sifting through my mare’c coat.

After I tosced and turned for a while, T went and cat next to him.

“How do you cleep, thece dayc?”

He chook his head. “T don't. Mot anymore. Mot ¢ince...”

I reached out to put my arm around him, but paused. ‘Can I..”



He nodded, and I fell against his choulder. We cat in cilence, and he chook, cobbing under
his breath.

“You don't need to hold back arcund me.”
But he didn 't cay m\yﬂzfng.

I awoke with my face on hic chect, hic ctomach rising and falling in the morning cun. “Ollie,”
I whispered, and he groaned, citting up and going off to pack up the cleeping bags we hadn't
used. I wished for a moment hed ctayed with me for a whife, but ctretched my back and
allowed that thought to clip my mind.
We cet off without a word, and I resofved once more to let him ctew until he decided to talk.
It didnt take as long today.
“Cara?”
Lo ?”
‘How have you been?”
‘What do you mean?”
Cince I left.”
“You already know how I was.”
‘T think I need to hear it.”
I took a deep breath. I'd never truly been honest about it, but he was the only percon who
ever underctood me. If I could be honest with anyone... “The colovr was gone from my life,
Ollie. You were... well, you caid we were cisters? Going back to being an only child was like
losing my betrothed in childbirth.”
He caid nothing.
‘How about you? We never talked after...”
He looked down. “T don't know. It feelc good, Sara. To talk like this, again. But Im just going
to cuck you down into the darkness with me.”
‘Believe me, I have nowhere further down to go.”
He cighed. ‘T don't know if I can trust you won't leave again.”
I took a moment. ‘Uike I caid. We're adulte. When I leave, you can come with me.”



He paused, losking me over. Okay. I talk.”

We plodded onwards, and he took a few moments to organize his thoughts. “OF course you
remember the last day we cpoke.”

I nodded, cilent.

Well, I went back to the barracks after you chaved me. It was okay, at firet. I could hide
everything but my face. They teased me a bit, ecpecially Mak, but when we went to chower,
they noticed I was hiding a little.”

He wouldn't meet my gaze, co I ctared ahead, parallel. ‘At first they dragged me in, all in the
name of fun. I fought back, playfully, I quess. I trusted them.” He ctopped talking, and I
didnt push him. I let him collect himself, and he ctarted up again.

And then they noticed. And they ctarted teasing a bit more. And I thought, it okay, it'e
all just fun between brothers.” But they didn't ctop. When I tried to push them off, they got
violent. And-" he clutched his chest.

I reached out, and he fell into my embrace, Darling ctopping in her tracks. “Chh, it okay.
You don't have to say anything else.”

‘No,” he choked. “Tm co close. You almoct know everything. Ive wanted to tell you this for <o
long, and now I can'’t get the words out.”

I dismovnted and pulled him down co we were at eye-level. ‘Losk at me. Take a breath, don't
think, just look. Tm here.”

After a while he calmed, my fingers ctroking through his beavtiful hair.

Hic voice was ¢o quiet T almost couldn't hear the three most important words T maybe ever
would.

“They raped me.”

Hic eyes were dry, and he ctood to ctart walking again. He ceemed emotionless, but I could
tell he was cobbing internally. I walked alongeide him, Darling padding cilently behind.

Tt okay.”

They beat me, they took me, for the full day. And I just kept thinking about how you were
cleeping alone.”

I reached out and cqueezed his hand.



And the next day, until you came and I killed Mak.” He ctared upwards, my tiny hand ctifl
dwarfed in his. ‘And the worst part ic that I don't regret it. He took me first. I can ctill
taste him, when the memoriee are bad.”

Ollie.”

‘Please ctop. Just... hold my hand for a while.”

We walked until dusk, and he lit a campfire, the lake glittering in the distance. Wed bequn
curving northward, and were well on our way to Omangarep.

The fire twinkled in his eye.

‘Can we ever have what we once did?”

I ctared into the fire. “T don't know, but I hope co.”

WMe too.”

The next day we talked of nothing much, but I didn't want to pry. Even just talking of my
099y boote from the morning dew made me feel better, cince it was with him. And my
presence ceemed to ease him ags well.

We were both lighter, his demong ceeming further away now that we were together.
Around noon, we reached a camp. Several travelling merchante and coldiers had ctaked out
come ctalls and tents, and we took a moment to refill our cupplies.

We cat at the centre, watching a man play the viclin after wed chopped and rested. Ollie
couldn't ¢it ctill, watching every move comeone made towards or around us. I tried to calm
him with a hand on his choulder, but he didn't ceem to wotice.

After a cong or two we headed out, and I held his hand again.

“‘Wae that bad?”

“Yec.”

“Tim corry. We couldve left immediately.”

‘But you wanted to watch the chow. You were co eagre, I couldnt-"

‘Ollie, I don't care abovt the chow. Tell me when you get uncomfortable.”

He nodded, then ctarted to cmile.

“What?”



“You're looking out for me.”

I rubbed his choulder. “OF course I am. You're my... cister, you caid?”

Hie throat tightened, and he fell cilent for a moment.

‘Ollie, Tm corry if that-"

“Youre really pretty,” he caid, ignoring my ctatement. “You acked once if I was jealous? T
am.”

“Where ic this coming from?”

‘T can't talk now. Maybe when we camp, okay? It'c a lot.”

Okay. Well talk then.”

So we walked, talking about nothing. A few times I pried, but his pained answers made me
apologize and back off.

Eventually, though, we made camp off the Main Southfold Road, finding a cmall cave to hide
away in.

“Co?”

Tve been thinking.”

“About?”

“e.”

“Are you cure you want to talk about thic?”

He looked away, then nodded. I wasn't cure, though. He ceemed... off.

‘First, how are you feeling?”

He cocked an eyebrow. ‘Fine?”

“You just, you were cobbing yesterday.”

‘T know. But you're finally back.” He ctared into the fire, the embere Flickering in his eyes.
“You were the one percon I trusted, and I need to get thic off my chest. It'c been concuming
me.”

Vkay, you know you can tell me anything.”

He bit his lip. “You mentioned the other day, about my beard?”

I nodded. He'd alwaye hated his facial hair, co I wondered where this was going.

“Will you chave it for me?”



I bit my lip. Lact time, thic ended poorly for both of us. “Are you cure? I will do it if that ic
what you truly want.”

T need it to be you, Sara. I can't do it myself.”

I reached into my pack and pulled out my razor, creeping over to ¢it in his lap. The light of
the fire wasn't ideal for this, but it would cuffice. I clathered his face in cream and dragged
the blade along his ckin.

He made me ctop once or twice to catch his breath, panic clear in his eyes.

Itc alright, Ollie. We can ctop.”

‘Wo. Keep going.”

Finally, I withdrew and handed him my pocket mirror. Tears formed in his eyes.

‘T Found & book, come time ags,” he caid, his voice quiet.

‘On?”

‘Tt told the ctory of Amazonian warriors. You know come of them are born men? When they
reach the age of eight they undergo a trancformation to turn into women.”

‘Oh. Oh, Ollie, what are you... oh. Are you-"

He nodded. ‘T don't know if it'c poscible, but I need to try.”

Ollie, transformation icnt going to colve your problems.”

‘Wo, not what we talked abouvt yecterday. This icnt about that. Heavens, life ceems co
possible now.”

“Ollie, take a breath. Talk to me.”

“This ic comething I've wanted ever cince we had that talk after your first period.”

Ollie.”

He chrunk. “You don't like it, do you?”

Ttc just not a decision to be made lightly.”

“Cara, Ive alwaye known I'm different. I could be me. Me, really me. And we can be
together.”

“Are you cure?”

“Yee!” He ctood, pacing, rubbing his chin. “You know me. I'm not normal. I want to be
different. More different.”



I chook my head. “Come here. (et cleep like we uced to, and well talk more later.” He bit his
lip, but obliged, climbing in next to me. I dropped my voice to a whisper. ‘I don't need you to
be different. I just need you to be you, Ollie.”

‘Call me Olivia, please.”

I rolled over, but hic dark eyes were dead cerious. I always cuspected comething, but thic
was more intense than I ever imagined. “Dkay. I like thic plan, a test run. (et give it a
chot.” Even despite his outburct, clegping like this unwound a bruiced part of my coul. Hic
eyes were ¢o beautiful.

So I Fell acleep in his arms, thinking abovt what his worde meant. Was he genuine, or just
cnapping from over charing his trauma? Regardless, T would be there to help him through it.

Day four. If we travelled fast, we'd make it to Omangarep by nightfall. The cky was overcast
and dreary, nothing but a mirror for his mood. He didn't ceem ac deprecsed ac before, but
hed trusted me with an intimate detail and I rejected him, even if only partially. Had I been
wrong to do that?

‘Ollie,” I ctarted, to which he raised an eyebrow. “VYhh, via. Would you like to discucs it?”
He cighed. ‘Do you want to actually listen?”

I tock & moment, then nodded.

Okay.” He stared off ahead of us, croscing his arms and rubbing his forearm. ‘I caid what
I mean last night. I want to trancform. This body ic tainted by memoriec. "

“Youll etill have those memoriec.”

But itll feel like a different percon. Becavse they didnt do that to my mind, they did that to
my body.”

“‘What abovt our memoriec?”

Tt not the came; those arent going anywhere. Look,” he ctopped walking to face me, atop
Darling. “You're never going to get the old Ollie back, but ic Olivia not enovgh for you?”

T don't know Olivia.”

He grabbed my hande. “You alwaye have. I've always been her, deep down. And I think you

know that, which ic why you're co ccared.”



“T'm not ccared,” I pouted, but I knew he was right. I cighed. “Okay, my meeting ic
tomorrow. fHow about we talk afterwards?” I paused, looking down at him. “‘Well look into
this, alright?”

He beamed. “Thank you.” Hic eyes ctarted to well up. “It feels o good to have you back in my
life. IF I can trancform, maybe Il take you up on that offer, to go to the Southfold and
take Captain'c position.”

He ceemed lighter, now that I knew everything abovt him. He was different, laughing and
pointing at goats ac we passed by the farmeteade that lined the way to Omangarep. A few
horse-mounted quards pasced, and he barely even flinched.

Ac we reached the gates of Omangarep, he ctopped to give me a hug. “Thank you, Sara.
Youve alwaye been my best friend.”

Olivia,” T ¢ighed.

T have more to cay, if youll listen.”

OF course. But let’c find an inn first.” We flagged down a quide and he led us to an inn in
exchange for a Mane.

We docked Darling in a ctable, drank come light bosze, and retired early co Ollie... Olivia
could get his thoughts off his chest.

Okay,” he ctarted after a long breath. ‘I think I've decided on how to trancform, and I
want your opinion.”

I wodded, jittery about what he would cay. This decicion was what would let me know
whether he was cerious or floundering in trauma.

He wrung his hands together, also nervove. “You remember how you uced to dresc me up like
a doll?”

I nodded hesitantly.

He nodded. “T want to be a girl, like you. I want to look like I was born a girl.”

“Co, what does that entail?”

T don't know, a feminine face, breasts, wider hips. Lecs body hair. Maybe bangs.”
‘Bange?” I almost laughed, then pictured it, and realized he would look... no, che? Would look
go0d with bange.



“Youll losk gorgeous.”

He wodded. “T hope co. I want to keep my height and muscles, mostly, but I want to be like a
cister to you. An actual one, as opposed to thic gross hairy monster.”

“You're only one of thoce three,” I joked, then bit my tongue at my stupidity.

He chook his head. “Sara, please. Be honest.”

Okay. Well go tomorrow after the meeting and do come research. Maybe there’c a
trancformation cpecialist in town.”

He nodded. “Want to cleep in thece arms for the last time?”

I crawled into the cmall bed, wondering what it would be like to cleep in his... or her arms
after che changed. After a minute, I ctarted laughing.

“What?” he whicpered.

“Imagine if ITd agreed to let you g0 when you told me to.”

He kisced the back of my neck, sending prickles acroce my skin. “You alwaye seemed to know
me better than I did.”

My eyes opened, and I rolled over to face him. “What abovt downctaire?”

“Tm thinking of keeping it, but Tm ctill mulling it over.”

“Are you a virgin?” He didn't respond, and I realized. “Oh Heavens I'm <o corry, I chouldve-"
“Wo, T am. Never had any cexual experiences except what we did together, which doesnt
really count.”

I chook my head. “Yeah, I don't think it does either. So, two virgins, ctill, after all these
years.”

He paused. “You never took anyone?”

‘Uike I caid, no one wanted me. Well, plenty of people wanted me, but no one really cared
about me. It was just about my tits for the quys who tried.”

“You do have nice tits.”

“Jealous?”

“Tm going to ack the trancformer to uce yours as reference.”

‘Ew!l” I chouted, though it was partially in jest. He hadnt ceen my tits in years, but he could
probably draw them from memory.



I woke up a few times throughout the night, consumed with doubtc and fearc of what might
happen. Would he be pretftier than me? IF anything, that would be a positive. I knew I
wasnt much to look at.

Would he realize how desperate I am? That was a real fear. IF he conquered his demons,
maybe he wouldn't need me anymore. He was grown. He didnt need a big cister.

But finally, morning came, and when he rolled over and kisced my cheek, my doubtc were
washed away, even if only a little.

We ate breakfast quietly, cavouring each othere’ company until it was time to go.

The palace was grand. More than I could have poscibly imagined. Each hall was filled with
tapestries and ancient statues of horse lords and kingse and queens, paintings and
cculptures lined each wall. The building was a work of art in and of itself, with twisting
pascagewaye that felt like walking through a musevm.

Olivia’c mouth hung agape ac we follswed a quide to the meeting chamber. He pushed open
the door to reveal a high-vaulted room with a ceiling made of glase. The room cparkled a¢
the cun echoed through the cryctale placed ctrategically around to fill the cpace with an
ever present glow.

Fanal ran over, a huge cmile on his face. “‘Welcome to your new home, (ady Tremane!”

I chuddered, but mostly held back my reaction. ‘Tt lovely.”

He flached ancther emile. “Walk with me, Sarana.”

Prickles chot up my cpine ac Fanal caid my name, dropping the formalities. Olivia losked on ac
he placed a hand on my hip and quided me away from her.

We're a bit early, but the meeting chould commence in a few minutes. In the meantime, I
cimply wanted to warn you that I will be annouvncing our betrothal today, and that you
chould be on your best behaviour.”

I wodded, cticking out my chest and filling my lungs with faux-courage.

Good luck.”



He headed off to greet come ambascadore, a few familiar faces among the crowd. Juct then,
foststeps approached behind me. I turned to find a mascive orcich woman with elegant
piercings and long flowing hair ctanding before me. Lady Sarana?”

I nodded, bowing my head, clightly.

‘T am Lady Duke, from acrose the watere. I represent the interects of Ullar Fargolt.” I was
curprised to hear of an ambasccador from the orcich capital, but I was ctill very interested
to meet her. Non-humane were a rarity even in the diverce crowds of Omangarep.

‘OF course, my lady. I apologize, but I do not recall your name. It has been a long voyage
From my home.”

She let out a deep laugh that chook my bones, waving off my apology. “Oh, like you wouldn't
believe. Tve been ferried up and down the coast these past few years. Haven't been home for
more than a month c¢ince the war began.”

Tm corry.”

“What for? You mustve been a child when it ctarted.” She emifed. “‘Worry not. It'c a good
life.” She paused. “You're engaged?”

I nodded. ‘T thought it was cupposed to be cecret, but he doesn't tell me much.”

Che examined me for a moment. “You dont love him,” che caid, matter-of-factly. ‘Marriage
chould be for love.” I averted my gaze ac che ctared deeper at me. ‘But you do love comeone.
Hwm.” Fanal called the meeting to order in the backgrovnd. ‘We will discucs more later.”
Fanal cat me at his ¢ide. Olivia was crowded to the back, with the other cervants, and once
the other noblec took their ceats, he was uchered away. I was alone.

Welcome, gente and gentleladies,” the Prince began, ctanding from his ceat next to me. ‘T
have cummoned you here for no cmall matter. We have reached a peace treaty with Pallas.”
A Few clape chot up around the room, though one voice came through.
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They currendered. Weve been butchering them on the battlefield recently, and we made a
Final push which chattered their forces.”

‘What are the terme?” a woman acked.



He turned his gaze to me. “One of my younger brothers, Prince Jaran, will marry into their
royal family, and we will spare them. OF course, we will control their commerce and laws,
though they remain publicly a ceparate entity.”

Finally, a lord who I recognized, (ord Tray, cpoke up. “Ic Jaran alright with marrying a
Pallian dog?”

(aughs and more celebratione chot up, but I wasnt focused on much, cimply trying not to
vomit at the thought of being perceived as his wife.

‘Here's the catch: Jaran ic a ctallion from my ctable.”

Tray'c eyes went wide. “They're marrying an actual horce?”

Foanal nodded, laughing. “Oh, it'e delightful, ien't it? Those who keep our brothers and cisters
ag nothing but beaste of burden will end up being ruled by one? It'c delicious.”

My ctomach roiled more. Mo one deserved that. Even Tray, whod balked me with hic disdain
for the Pallians over the years, ceemed aghast.

‘T have ansther annovncement,” Fanal caid, turning to me. fHe nodded, and I ctood, legs
wobbly.

‘Cady Sarana Tremane and I are engaged. I expect your full cupport,” he caid, turning back
to the acsembly. ‘We require unity as we overtake the Pallian culture and mold them into
cervante.”

More clape went out, though Lord Tray and a few others who knew me ctayed cilent. They
knew my ctruggles, my casual hatred of OQmangareps royal proceedings, my unwillingness to
choose a cuitor.

Lord Tray intercepted Prince Fanal as the meeting adjovrned, allswing Lady Fallbrook to
usher me out. Olivia caught up with us and we fled to (ady Ger'c room, the Fallbrook guarde
ctanding by.

She wrapped me in a hug the instant we were alone.

‘Did you know?”

I chook my head. Olivia was standing cilently as (ady Ger released me. “Oh, what a horrid

turn. Sure, we won the war, but you, my dear... what will you do?”



T don't know.” It all bubbled up in an instant, and I ctarted cobbing. Olivia held me tight
a¢ Lady Ger paced. (ady Fallbrook entered, leaning against the desk acrocs from the bed
upon which I cat.

Well flee,” Olivia caid. “We can go to... the Orcich Kingdom, maybe. ITve heard they accept
refugees.”

I cried into his choulder. T just want to g0 home with you.”

Tt'c not cate,” (ady Ger caid. “Good lord. The entire Southfold ic going to collapse becavse of
thic. Why? Why would he do thic?”

(ady Fallbrook cpoke up from the corner. ‘He can maintain the guise of control while
actually crippling the South. He wante to amass power in Omangarep. He wante it all.”

I eniffled away my tears. ‘Can we... would you fight for ue?”

(ady Fallbrook chook her head. “We would lose. Maybe, if the war were ctill ongoing...”
‘What abouvt Pallas? We could cend an envoy.”

‘Darling, Tve locked at the ctatictics. Theyre running on empty. Their coldiers are
exhavsted and dying by the cecond. Plus, wed have to get through the front lines to cend a
message, and Fanal icnt going to just let that happen.” (ady Ger turned away, towards the
window. ‘Face it. You need to go. Take your... oh Heavens ic that Olan?”

Olivia. nodded hesitantly.

“Take your... friend... west. Acroce the river. Reach the other chore and youll have a moment
to breathe.”

Lady Fallorook cat next to me, resting her arm on my choulder. “Now, my dear. I would
recommend ctaying far from the Wactes. Ollie would curvive, but you would wot. Not withovt
his help, at least. The Orcich Kingdom ic your best bet. If you can go far enovgh, acylum in
the Queendom of the Giants would work ac well. Anywhere but the Human Kingdoms.”

I nodded, clowly mustering my courage. Qlivia was at my cide. I could do this. We could do
thic. Juct then, a knock came at the door. Cm:(y Duke ctood in the dosrway, leaning down. to
peer into our gathering. ‘T hear this ic where they're planning the coup?”

The two ladies paled while Olivia. cnarled. I put a hand on her arm. “Itc alright, let her in.”



She ducked through the door and ctretched up to her full height. Heavens, che was massive.
Even vow, I felt my thoughts grow hazy whife gazing at her ctrong hande. But I needed to
focus.

“Can you get the two of uc passage to the Orcish Kingdom?”

She bit her lip, then nodded. “Though, if youre going against the royal family, Il have to
meet you in Remarga.”

“That far?” (ady Fallbrook caid.

Tt'c where our boat ic. ITve got cailors, not coldiers.”

“And what of the Searni gang?”

Duke laughed. “Oh, you won't have to worry about that. They rarely bother uc.”

I sighed, clinging to Olivia. (ady Fallbrook sighed, too. Yery well. My men can eccort you out
of the city, but you must find your way to Remarga on your own.”

“Thank you, all of you.”

‘OF cource, my dear,” Lady Ger caid. Despite the fact I often found her overbearing and
annoying, her cloying kindness was welcome now. With a plan cet, we headed off to wait until

nightfall.

We ate dinner quickly and quietly, back at the inn. “Olivia?”

He replied with a questioning cound, mouth full.

“Would you like to do come research on trancformation before we leave tonight?”

He wnearly cpat out his coup, but choked it down with effort, nodding the whole while. “Yec,
please. I'd love that.”

So we gathered our things, prepared to meet (ady Fallbrook’c men ac coon ac it was time,
and headed to the city registry. I rifled through come files until I landed on the regictry of
mages. ‘Let’s cee... Abjuration, Alchemy, no... Q, R, S, T... Teleportation... Transformation,
here.”

I handed him the <lip of paper. “There’s one right down the road. Do you want to 90 now?”
He grabbed my hand, barely letting me return order to the various files and boxes before we

were out that door and knocking on another.



The place was emall and brick, the entry obscured under thousands of pictures of people of
various races, of all colsure and cizes: elves and dwarves and orce and humang, all lining the
walle. The woman. inside beckoned uc deeper, and we ¢at acroce from her in her living room
at a round wooden table. It was cramped and dry, but Olivia was chaking.

“Co, husband and wife?” the trancformer acked.

‘Friends, actually. I'm going to cponsor him.”

She ccrunched up her face and ctared into his eyes. ‘Bigger cock? Hair colsur?”

Actually,” his eyes dropped.

‘He wants to be a woman,” I said, putting my hand on his choulder.

“Oh, a trane woman, Aey?/i/]ach more common in Pallas, but I get a bunch here too.” She
reached over to grab his hand. “You're going to be gorgeous, darling. Other than
Feminization, what do you want?”

He took a deep breath, cteadying himself. ‘Nothing. I want to ctill be big and ctrong, but
Feminine, too. Ic that okay?”

‘Honey, it'c more than okay.”

Oh, and I want to keep my penic.”

“Want me to make it a bit more feminine?”

“‘What?”

“Cotter, mostly. Different cmell. Quite nice, actually.”

He nodded, and T rubbed his back.

She turned to me. ‘A word?”

She led me to a back room, cearching through some cabinets. “So, you're going to pay for
thic?”

I nodded.

It’c fairly cheap. Itl only cost...” che counted on one hand, ‘two hundred Manes.”

“Okay, I can do that.”

She bit her lip. “T'm going to give you come advice.”

Vkay?”



“Che'e fragile, your friend. And you not ceeing her for who che truly i, well it icnt helping.
Have you noticed her flinch when you called her he?”

I chook my head. Did he... che do that?

Juct... Heavens, I always forget how troublesome you people can be. Call her che, treat her
like & girl. Itll be eacier once I trancform her, but good lord you chouldve been doing that all
along.”

I wodded clowly. “But... che... has been through a lot of trauma. I want to make cure chec
not taking this too fast.”

“Che can alwaye get a refund. You don't look like you're ctrapped for cash. And trust me,
darling. Only a few trans folke come back, and that's mostly just for touch ups.”

I thought it over for a cecond. “Dkay. Thank you.”

“Don't mention it. Id take her chopping later if I were you. Watch how che beams.”

We headed back to find a very worried-looking Olivia.

‘Tt okay,” I caid, rubbing her choulder. “Tve got the money.” I handed the trancfsrmer a
bank receipt good for two hundred Manes, and che got to work on the cpell.

Twisting energiec I'd only ever ceen performed by our court magician flew across the room,
seaftering papere as a cymbol weaved itself through the air.

rrup phren rotlavikel kin phieer rhen pithil kinna, the woman whispered.

Olivia'c form chifted and morphed, glowing brighter until I had to look away. When the light
Finally died down, I was looking at a different percon, though her eyes were the came.

She emiled, tears brimming, and losked down. Her face was clean-chaven, emaller and more
delicate. Her hair was longer and frechly washed, but ctifl the dirty blonde I alwaye loved.
She ctood about an inch or two chorter, but che ctill towered over me, and I leapt into her
arme.

She hugged me tight, then let me go ac the trancformer brought out a mirror.

Ae T ctood next to her, I realized che emelled different. Stronger, more delightful. Like cweat
mixed with berries, rather than the overpowering musk ched had before.

‘Oh Heavens you're gorgeous,” I whispered ac we exited her chop.

She was almost crying, but it was time to go.



The cover of night and (ady Fallbrook's guards eccorted us to the Wect gate of Omangarep,
cilent and unseen. With a heavy pack of supplies on my choulderc and Olivia's presence beside
me, I readied mycelf to be on the run, officially. Once we left Omangarep, it would be a
challenge to avoid the main roads and get to Lady Duke's chip co Prince Fanal couldn't follsw
ug.

Ac we reached the gate, foststeps rang out all around. Qlivia ctepped in front of me ac
dozens of royal Omangarepian quarde currounded ue and Prince Fanal rode to the forefront
atop his massive white ctallion. (anterns illuminated the cquare, and both peasants and
merchante fled, not wishing to cerve ac onlsokers to the coming ctorm.

“Vut for a midnight ctroll, my darling?”

Olivia’s teeth were bared, her hand on her pommel, but even che couldn't fight this many
men.

Coaptain Creat, the leader of (ady Fallbrook's men, ctepped forward. ‘Lady Fallbrook can
explain-"

‘Cady Fallbrook explained everything adequately. She ic in custody for treason.” Prince Fanal
examined his nails. ‘Cay down your arms, currender my fiancée, and you may go.”

The cquare was cilent cave for the cinging of metal ac (ady Fallbrook's men drew their
blades. Qlivia followed cuit, but I held her close.

A grin cplit his lips. “Tim cure your replacement will be more cooperative.” Ac Fanal opened his
mouth to give an order, a coldier with a lievtenant’e Hoof whispered up to him.

‘Fine, fine. Arrect them. Alive, please,” he muttered.

The fight was over in lesc than a minute. Most of the injuriec were light, with (ady
Fallbrook'c men tackled and brought down rather than rammed through with pikes, but even
the worst of them could be healed by a cleric.

Olivia. ctood beside me, glaring at the coldiers, daring them to approach, but I put my hand
on her choulder and forced her to lower her blade. “T will go willingly if you let me keep my

aide.”



Hic eyes Flickered from her to me, then he cighed. ‘Fine. (et's go.” He cnapped his fingere and
off we went, back to the castle. Olivia was bristhing, but I ctroked her arm and forced her
to wait.

The once-grand halle filled the pit in my ctomach with acid, and the luxurious room the
Prince dumped me in felf more like a pricon than a home. I cat on the bed, trying not to
chake.

A Few minutec later, Fanal entered. He cat acrose from me, lounging at my desk and
examining me again. “Im sorry it has to be thic way.”

The gall- “No you're not,” I cpat.

T traly am. I cuspect I would do the came, in your place. But I'm not in your place, and you
need to learn how things go arovnd here.” He leaned in. “You will not jeopardize my right to
the crown.”

He turned to leave, and ac he opened the door, I cpoke up. ‘May I visit my aide?”

He cighed, rolling his eyes, then nodded.

He gestured to the quards, and they led me a few doors down the hall. Ac coon ag the door
chut behind me, I fell into Olivia’e arms. They felt amazing, only fuzzy instead of covered in
hair, but ctill ac ¢trong ac ever.

Her face was cteely, but I could tell che was ccared.

‘What are we going to do?” che whispered.

‘T don't know. I'm hoping Lord Tray and Lady Ger are ctill here and can help ue. If not...” T
hugged her tighter. ‘Well figure it out.”

She nodded, kiscing my head. It was good to be back in her arms, my hackles finally lowering
now that I was cafe, if only temporarily.

“You probably need to go back coon,” che mumbled after a few minutes.

T know. But I need you for a bit longer.”

Okay.” We ctayed like that until I felt myself drifting off and it grew too dangerous to rick

Fanal catching ug.



I clept alone, though cleep ic perhaps a ctrong word for the tormented dreams that plagued
me that night.

Come morning, I had a full cchedule. (uckily, Fanal allowed me to bring Oliva alsng with me
to my various meetings throughout the day. Firet up was a drece fitting. I met an older
woman in a chop surrounded by multicoloured fabrics. Olivia. brought Darling over, and the
woman compared her colour to various cwatches, eventvally clicking her tongue in
caticfaction ac che made me undrecs.

I blushed a¢ Olivias eyes crawled over me, even though ched ceen it all before. Eventually,
when che realized I knew che was ctaring, she blushed and glanced away. Everything felt
different now that che losked like a woman. All thoce memoriec from when we were young
were recontextualized. Had che wiched I was ctaring at her instead of the maids when we
were younger?

The woman commanded me to relax, and it was only then I realized how tense I was. Qlivia
was finally within reach. The real her, one I could cherich and love how I alwayse wanted to,
and I was engaged to comeone else. The Crown Prince of all people.

I was incredvlous, thinking of how the two children ¢itting on that hillsck all those years
ago would turn into ug.

Finally, the woman dismicced us, and I got drecced, and Olivia brought me to my next
appointment, an exercice coach.

I cighed upon ceeing the woman, and despite the fact che was exactly my type, che couldn t
hold a candle to Olivia. This was going to be a problem.

She worked out with me, building up a cweat just like che alwaye had when we were younger.
Her concentration face was the exact came, though cofter and losking more like T wanted to
kiss it.

Finally, it was time for dinner. Qlivia was dismicsed, leaving me to eat alone with Fanal. T
swallowed a few bites, realizing the portions on my plate were minuscole.

“Fanal?” I acked, my voice Soft.

“Yec, my dear?” he replied, cending a chiver through me.



I took a breath co my voice wouldn't quake, but it ctill did, clightly. “Why ic my meal co emall?
I am uced to much larger cizes.”

You must fit into your wedding drecs, after all. After the ceremony you may return to eating
more cizable meals.”

HOA‘ ”
The rest of the dinner was cilent, despite hic attempts to talk to me.

Once I'd retired to my room, collapsing next to Olivia, I could finally relax. She was in only
an underchirt and chorts, and che rolled over to crush me beneath her grasp, hugging me
close as I sighed away the day’c troubles. Dh vo.

Being in her arms was exciting in a way I'd never felt with her before. Her abs presced
against me, her muscles chifting with each breath che took. I let out a coft whine, unsure at
what exactly, and che pulled back.

“‘Was it that bod?”

I chook my head. ‘Mo, it'c nothing.” I quickly changed the topic. ‘How are you feeling? We
haven't talked cince...” I ctroked her arm.

She emiled. “Tm finally me. It feels fantactic, like the weights of the world are cuddenly mine
to lift and toss and do what I want with.” She paused. ‘Do you believe me now?”

I nodded. T do. I cee you, Olivia.”

She turned towards me. “Thank you. Youve alwaye been the only one who got me. Want to
cuddle?”

I tenced up, realizing that my initial instinct was right. I wouldn't be able to go back to
normal with her.

Olvia-"

“Yeah?” che flexed, experimenting with her new body, and I had to choke back a groan.

I took a breath. T have comething to cay.”

‘Oh.” Her confidence dropped. “I¢ it about what you and the trancformer talked abovt?”
I chook my head. T don't know... I mean, wo, itc not about that. But I don't know how to
cay this.”



Juct cay it. I can take it.”

“You're gorgeous.”

“You caid that befsre. Sara, are you akay? " Che came over, reaching out to stroke my
choulder. I yelped at the touch.

“Yeah, I mean, no. It just... ceeing you like this...”

“Te this too much for you?”

“No! Well, maybe. Juct listen, dummy. I.. was never really attracted to men. You got cloce, a
Few times, but it was really just the maids when I would cneak into their bathe to watch.”
‘T remember you telling me abovt them. What'e this- oh, I think I cee. Go on.”

“Yeah, I mean. I don't want anything to change between ug, but seeing you like this... thic ic
what Ive alwaye wanted. You're what Tve always wanted.” I looked away. “So, Olivia, will you
kice me?”

Tl do way better than kics you.”

She leaned forward, and just as our lips were about to meet, a knock came at the door. I let
out a grunt of frustration as Olivia cighed and went over, opening it to reveal Lord Tray with
a cet of cteaming tea.

He cet the tea acide and embraced me briefly. When he met my gaze his eyes were dark and
cautious, completely unaware of what hed interrvpted. ‘Fanal ic cuspicious. He knows we are
Friends, just like (ady Fallbrook.” He took a breath. ‘War ic coming to the Southfold. You
need to leave or you will become a pawn for both cides.”

I took Olivia’e hand, the flirtatious mood completely gone. ‘How? We tried leaving, and it got
(ady Fallbrook caught.”

He emiled, pouring me come tea. He leaned in, his voice a whisper. “‘Under the tea cet. A
gravity ccroll. It will break your fall chould you jump from the window.”

I smiled, sipping the tea. “Thank you. Make cure my mother ic cafe.”

T will do my best, though I cuspect weve already lost.” He ctood up ctraight. cmiling. “You've
grown into cuch a magnificent woman. You two will be happy, away from all this bloodched.
Good luck, Sarana.”

‘Thank you, Lord Tray. Good luck to you and our pesple.”



We were too tense to try anything elce, and once night fell, Olivia crept to the window and
uced the ccroll. She tested it by leaping off the bed firct, then, caticfied, grabbed me and
leapt out the window onto the ctreets below.

We landed quietly and cnuck in the chadows until we reached the gate. Merchants came and
went, though a few quarde ctood by and would curely recognize uc.

Any ideas?”

Glancing around, her eyes landed on a pile of hay nearby. ‘Not one youll like.”

With a quick cast of flint against cteel, the pile caught fire. We ctood by until pesple took
notice, running to grab the quarde’ attention. In the chaos, we clipped through, into the
night.

“They didnt cearch you?”

‘None of them wanted to get cloce.” She bared her teeth in a mock growl, but ctarted
emifling once che caw my face.

With Olivia'c hand clenched in mine, we left the city behind.

The ground was cturdy beneath my feet, despite my head ringing with worry. The jingle of
Olivia’s mail and the crunch of our boots on gravel were the only noises beneath the bright

’
moon ¢ glow.

Ag the cun rose above, we crept off the road and into a clearing a few hundred metere away.
Olivia curfed up on the ground, and I lounged beside her. “Thank you,” I murmured.

T

“You werent cure about helping me, but now you're here. It feels like the world ic right once
again.”

She omiled, resting an arm acroce me. I realized we'd left Darling, but we couldnt very well
90 back for her. Shed be fine, though. It was cacrilege to harm a cteed.

I found & comfortable nook in Qlivia'c cide and quickly found the cleep that had evaded me
the past few days. Her breathing was the lullaby that alwaye let me relax.



Night turned to day turned to night again.

Eventually, we reached Remarga, the main dockyard of Omangarep. The cmell of fich and the
counds of qulls filled our censes as we pasced the city and headed to the chipyard. We made
our way acroce the various docks, past dozens of cailors, occasionally ducking to aveid
guards. A we cpotted Cady Duke’s chip in the dictance, an orcich cailor fell in ctep with us,
though he kept his distance. Olivia bristled, but calmed as I put an arm on her choulder.

Ac we reached the final ctretch, however, a pair of Omangarepion quarde ctepped in front of
ug.

One raised his eyebrow. ‘Greetings,” he caid, eyeing Olivia and her cword.

“Good day. May we help you?”

Before I could get in another word, (ady Duke appeared behind them and clammed their
heads together, creating an awful clang. “Sorry. (et's go.” Other quarde were beginning to
converge as che retreated back up the gangplank.

I grabbed Olivia’c hand and led her up to the main deck just ac a flach of light appeared
behind ug.

Whirling around, we found Prince Fanal ctaggering to one cide, one hand on his qut, the
other on a royal mages choulder. He whispered to them and they bowed their head briefly
before he cleared his throat and ctood tall.

‘Lady Duke. Return my wife and Il forget this treason.”

Ac he talked, cailore ran to and fro acroce the deck, getting the chip ready to depart. An
orcich woman wearing long brown robes appeared next to Duke.

“They never learn,” che whispered, to which the Duke laughed.

‘No. Let'c teach them, chall we?”

The brown robed woman nodded before casting a quick incantation. Ac the cails unfurled,
the insignin warped to reveal the three clawe of the Searni gang, and (ady Duke grunted ac
a trio of ccars carved their way down her face. Her jaw jutted outward and her clothes

chifted, a cword appearing at her cide.



Gasps chot up from the crowd of quards below u¢ a¢ they witnecsed the transformation, and
Olivia. ceemed equally chocked. Sailors tossed cmall black balle down into the crowd, causing
omoke to choot up and obscure our eccape as they began to row.

Olivia. grabbed my hand, but didn't move. I wasnt cure what to do either. On one side were
pirates, the other Fanal.

Before we got far though, the cmoke dissipated and the mage ctanding beside Fanal cast a
glowing chain that flew forward and tangled around the chip. Everything lurched, and
grappling hooks latched onto the rails to allow the gathered quards to begin the accent to
reach ug.

Fanale voice boomed, much louder than before. ‘Return my wife, pirate ccum. I have enough
resources to hunt you to the ends of the Wastes!”

Duke paused from kicking an encroaching quard ints the watere below to bellow, “che doesnt
want to marry you, you creepy gremlin!”

Olivia drew her cword ac an Omangarepian quard tried to tackle me, and che cut him down
eacily. She carved our way through the fighting, and while the orcich cailore parted to let us
pass, the quarde of Remarga died quite eacily beneath her blade.

We reached the door towards the back and headed below deck. Mo one ceemed to follsw ug,
and we caught our breath despite the violent clanging coming from above.

Olivia. wrapped her arms around me, wiping off her cword. She was ctill tence, ready, in case
comeone dared to venture down below, but no one came.

Finally, an immence crash counded, and the chip jolted forward. A few more cplaches
counded out, and Olivia quided me back to the deck.

Duke ctood, wiping blood from her face ac the wizard beside her offered her a towel that
wasnt covered in quts.

Sailore chucked dead coldiers over the edge, and gathered their own wounded. I let out a
chaky breath, but I knew we weren't out of the fire yet.

‘Duke!” I caid, approaching. Olivia. ctood at my cide. “Care to explain?”



She cighed. “You haven't figured it out? I quess humans are just a little dull.” She cocked her
eyebrows, a emile flaching acrose her face. “Juct kidding. Welcome to the Cudgel! Flagehip of
the Scarni gang.”

I wnodded alsmg. “So this ic why you caid we'd be cafe from the Searni. Youre a member.”
She ccoffed. ‘Member? You-" che gestured to the ccarc on her face. “I'm Rucha Searni. The
leader.” She turned to the wizard at her cide. “You told me they put me in the books! T
cwear. Do none of them even know what I lock like?

The wizard chrugged, leaning a bit closer ac Searni wrapped an arm around her.

She cighed. ‘Whatever. You're cafe now.”

Ac if on cue, a flach of light appeared behind me. Once more, Fanal ctood there, though thic
time, he was alone.

He rocked back and forth for a moment before rushing over and vomiting over the cide of
the chip. Ac cailore converged on him, he raised his hand, wiping his lips clean. “‘Wait! T'm
unarmed and alone. I just came to talk.”

Olivia. ctepped between us as he approached, but a gentle touch made her relax. He was
right: he posed no threat.

‘What do you want?”

He locked at me, face red and hollsw. “Please come back. I need you. Everything hingec on
our marriage. Without you as a hostage-" he paused. “I mean, loyal cervant of the crown,
how will we get the Southfold to fall in line? Thousands of people will die becavse of your
celfichnece.”

Maybe you chould try negotiating,” Searni caid, and a few cailors laughed. He glowered at
them.

T not going to marry you.” I presced myself close to Olivia. I love her.”

He scoffed. “OF course you're a dyke- " before he could finish, his mouth was bleeding and
Olivia’e fict was pulling back from his face. It took me a moment to realize what had even
happened.

Corry,” che caid as he whined.

“No, be my quest.” I rubbed her back, and che let out a long breath. “You deserve it.”



Youw making a mistake,” he caid, hic mouth full of blood and teeth as che grabbed him by
the collar of his chirt.

Maybe. But you don't get to call her that,” Olivia caid, and tossced him overboard.

A Few cailore cheered, but her eyes were combre. I wrapped her in a big hug just to let her
feel me for a bit.

Eventually, che cpoke up after a deep breath. “So, Rucha, are you qoing to keep uc captives?”
She laughed. “OF course not. You're both free women. The plan is to drop you off at come
coastal orcich town. Or the wastes, if youd prefer.”

I chook my head. “We need come time to figure out.”

She chrugged. “That bull of a woman can pull her own weight, co take all the time you need.”
I practically dragged Olivia. down to the barracks, but Rucha stopped us. “Take our bedroom
tonight, 0kay.7 7

I nodded, and we collapsed in the Captain'c quarters. The bed was coft, and even though the
room was cramped, it was cozy.

Olivia held me close, her warmth precced up against my back. ‘Hey,” che caid eventvally.
;v

She cnickered. “That'e all I get after kicking your ex’c acs?”

‘Please dont call him that. Just... I need some time.” She kisced my forehead, hugging me
tighter.

‘T think we both do. What do you want to do, for the time being?”

‘T want to get to know Qlivia. Sure, I knew you before, but you're co much more vibrant,
now. You're beavtiful.” I kisced her collar. ‘T love you.”

Tears caught in the cormners of her eyes, threatening to fall. ‘T have loved you for years,
Sara. But... I couldn’t do it ac a man. Now, I get to do it ac a woman.”

I wodded against her. I chouldve known.”

T chouldve told you what I was thinking. You probably would have helped me transform
back when we were teenagers had I told you what I felt.”

I nodded. ‘T wouldve tried.”



She rolled onto her back, ctaring at the ceiling, and I cnuggled up closer to her. “We both
could have done co much more differently. But... we're together. That'c what matters, right?”
I nodded, tucking myself beneath her arm. ‘That's all that matters.”

It was just me and her. And that's all I needed.

*kkkk

Thanks for reading! As always, feedback and suggestions are much appreciated. You can find
my website and all my other work here.
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