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Chapter 1
 
 
 
Yvette sat cross legged on the hard ground, only a thick rug between her and the dirt. Her bag was open besides her and in front of her lay the few reagents she’d managed to get her hands on since her journey had started.
A single, beautiful scale that seemed to sparkle with a dozen different colors whenever it reflected the light.
A necklace made by, and magically connected to, a dryad. A bundle of ever blossoming flowers wrapped tightly together, it was the reagent one she was the most wary of tampering with.
Finally, two small vials of troll’s blood. She couldn’t begin to imagine how it’d be useful, but she figured it was best to add it as well. It was basically liquid magic, after all.
She picked up the bracer that she had acquired after killing a cruel and wicked mage who had intended to sacrifice both herself and her guardian, Gervas. Longer than a journeyman’s bracer, it housed easily used and accessed reagents that could be called on with a simple touch. Adding more reagents to be drawn on wasn’t something she had a lot of experience with.
Much like the bag that she carried all of her supplies in, the bracer was bigger on the inside. Or rather, it could absorb the essence of different reagents and store them. The magic to do it wasn’t exactly easy and, while she had learned the basics of it as an apprentice, she had never actually attempted the ritual. Most mages could go their whole lives never trying. After all, the bracers worked for a majority of spells, there wasn’t much reason to tamper with them.
But in the end she couldn’t be like ‘most’ mages. Her goal was in direct opposition to the Mage’s Association. The spell she was trying to use was forbidden for a somewhat good reason. While the reason she intended to use it for, altering her own true form, wasn’t a bad reason, she could almost understand why they would try to stop her. Almost. If not for the fact she knew there were mages who COULD help her, yet wouldn’t, on the basis of the spell itself being forbidden.
She stroked a finger along the bracer, her eyes focusing on the very, very faded stain where its prior owner’s blood had once coated it. Before long she doubted there would be any such mark.
Context mattered in situations like this. Wimark had been insane and cruel. Not because of his magic, but what he’d wanted to do. He wanted power. Control. He believed he could force his way into making everyone obey him. He killed and attempted to bind the wills of others in order to take more. To create an empire. He would have been nothing more than a tyrant. He had to be stopped.
Yet she would likely be considered as big a ‘threat’ as him, if not bigger. Even though she only desired to be herself, she had stolen a forbidden spell in order to do it. The Mage’s Association would do everything it could afford to in order to stop her. So she couldn’t allow herself to--
“You’re procrastinating again,” Gervas’ voice rang out, making her jump. She glanced back at the man, her cheeks turning red. He was lounging on a small pile of furs, his eyes closed and looking entirely relaxed. She felt annoyed at the fact she couldn’t help but think he looked so cute like that. Only wearing his trousers, no armor. His red hair a bit messy. His face had just a little hint of hair growing, as he hadn’t shaved since yesterday. A part of her wanted to throw something at him, another part of her wanted to go over and kiss him on his big stupid face.
“I am not,” she finally said.
“Yes you are. I’ve seen this ritual done before and I know staring at your little treasures and rubbing the bracer isn’t a part of it. Stop pretending to be a dragon and get the job done.”
“T-they are not my treasures! I mean, they are, b-but they’re valuable reagents. It’s--”
“Basically your hoard,” Gervas said flatly, opening one eye and glancing towards her. “Just relax. It’s easy enough, you can do it.”
“It is NOT easy! My master taught me--”
“Fine, it’s not easy. But you’ve been through worse things than this. You can do this.”
“What if I break them?” Yvette asked softly, running a hand over the bracer. She felt the knot of anxiety in her stomach. If she broke them, how could she replace them?
“That’s unlikely. You’ll probably just make a mess, at worse,” Gervas said with a sigh. “It was your idea, anyway. You were the one who wanted to do this. You don’t have to if you’re that scared. But--” His words were cut off by a loud crack from above, making her jump.
She glanced up, towards the small hole in the top of their mountain-shaped lodging, now closed due to the weather. Outside, the skies were raging with a terrible fury, rain coming down so thick that even if she looked out the main entrance she’d struggle to see any of the other homes. For the time being all of the zmaj were nestled in their own warm homes, waiting out the storm. There wouldn’t be any disturbances until it passed. Even with the lightning it was the perfect time for her to try this, when she would remain undisturbed.
But it could also be a waste of her magic, what if someone got hurt and--
“You’re doing it again,” Gervas’ voice broke out once more.
Yvette gave a sigh and slowly placed the bracer down in front of herself. “Fine, I’m doing it,” she said before closing her eyes. She grabbed one of the vials of troll’s blood and held it in her hands, closing her eyes. She lightly whispered to the bracer while she worked. “Absorb… absorb… absorb…”
She let her magic wash over the bracer, feeling all that was stored within it. So many different reagents, though some were just fragments or pieces. The original bracers had been created to aid mages such as her a few centuries ago, adding new and different reagents as the years went on. But the fundamentals remained the same. They were focuses, housing all of the reagents a mage could need to perform their magic. But more importantly other reagents could be added to them to allow them to be called on. It had the extra benefit of ensuring those reagents usually wouldn’t be used up, since the bracer itself took the majority of the force of the spell, allowing reagents that would normally only survive a single spell to last many more.
She could feel the magic inside the bracer, opening itself up to the touch of her power, attuning itself to her call. She pulled the stopper out of the vial and began to slowly pour it onto the bracer. It absorbed the blood, rather than splashing across the surface. Slowly the surface began to turn a light red color, rather than the brown it had once been. Her magic allowed her to feel when the essence of the troll’s blood was stored within. She then reached for the necklace gifted to her by the dryad.
She stared at it for a moment, before shaking her head. It was a gift, though one she suspected could aid her heavily. She couldn’t bring herself to lock it into the bracer entirely. Slowly, she gripped one of the blossoming flowers and tried to untangle it. To her surprise, despite how tightly they seemed to be bound together, the flower came out from the necklace with ease, roots and all. 
She stared at it, then the necklace, the latter of which didn’t seem any worse despite having lost one of its flowers. She slowly put the single flower onto the bracer, once again it was absorbed within. A single outline of a golden flower appeared near the bottom of the bracer, the section closest to her elbow.
Finally, she picked up the scale. The edges of it were sharp, making her handle it with care. Her hands were covered in deep, white scars thanks to two of its twins, so she knew how dangerous they could be. Thankfully, due to her own magic healing and the magic of the zmaj that were helping them, she only felt an occasional twitch of pain when she gripped her hands too tightly or if they got too cold. With time she was certain even that would fade.
She placed the scale over the bracer and it, too, was absorbed. The glow of the bracer changed though. Rather than a white, gentle light, it now flickered across a variety of different colors, shifting across a wide spectrum. She froze for a few moments until the display ended. When it finally did, there was a small, multicolored scale embedded near the top of the bracer.
Yvette let the spell fade and the glow disappeared, soon the only light in the room was a few candles. She fell back a moment later, the exhaustion from the spell hitting her all at once. It had been a simple spell, but she felt all of that tension, that fear of failure, release at once. She laid there on the rug of their temporary home for a few moments and chuckled. “I did it.”
“Of course you did. Feel better?”
“Yes. I feel exhausted, though.”
“You worry too much,” Gervas said with a shrug before getting to his feet and walking towards her, a hand reaching out to gently pat her on the head. He then leaned down and picked up the bracer before dropping it on her stomach. “Try it on, see how it feels.”
Yvette nodded and slowly slid the bracer on. It felt different from before, somehow more familiar. She stroked a hand over the slightly reddish-brown material, touching the blank part. Once again, the dots signifying all of the different reagents it housed appeared and, to her surprise, so did the scale and flower. She could almost feel them inside. They were hers, through blood, tears, hard work and near death, she had won them all.
It wasn’t just that the bracer had new reagents either. She felt stronger. More attuned to this focus. It felt as if it responded better than it had before. That her magic flowed through it far easier, as if some blockage had been removed. She tapped it once more and it responded instantly, the small dots disappearing, only for the scale and flower to reappear.
“It feels like it’s mine,” she said softly. She couldn’t help feeling a small rush of excitement at that thought. Even if she wasn’t a master, the bracer was hers and hers alone.
“Are you happy?” Gervas asked.
Yvette nodded, then glanced up at him standing over her. She felt red flooding her cheeks and her heart begin to pound so hard she was certain he could hear it. She couldn’t believe he could just stand over her like this, how could he not tell how she felt? How could he not sense her feelings? Why was she so stupid to have these feelings to begin with?
She sat up quickly, unable to keep meeting his gaze. “I’m plenty happy now, thank you very much. I--” Her words were stopped when she felt something drop into her lap. She glanced down at it and gave a soft sigh.
A single small scroll.
“You should study this, then,” Gervas said. “You said you wanted to master this spell, didn’t you?”
Yvette nodded, slowly opening it. She was careful when she did, the scroll was very old and a little brittle, the words partially faded with time. It had been given as an apologetic gift from one of the zmaj, Osiron. Apparently it was a spell that had proved quite useful back before the island had been isolated from the great sea turtle that had been left by its guardian. A spell to help prevent sea sickness.
She let out a sigh of relief when she saw the scroll was in dragon tongue. She fumbled around in her bag for a few moments before pulling out her personal journal and a few books on the language. While she couldn’t, yet, understand the scroll, the spell itself didn’t appear to be very long, nor complex. She was absolutely certain she could translate and master the spell quickly.
The next time they were on a boat, she wouldn’t have to feel nearly as terrible. The very idea made her heart soar.
Yvette glanced to Gervas who was returning back to the furs to rest.
He didn’t say anything, but she could almost feel the tension from him. It was her fault that they were both stuck on this island. If she hadn’t nearly died, they would have been able to get on the boat that was supposed to take them back to the mainland. More importantly, if not for her they wouldn’t even have come here in the first place.
He wanted to go, but at the moment there was nowhere for them to go. All they could do was wait patiently for an opportunity to present itself. For the zmaj to decide what they would do. After all, the island had been isolated from the rest of the world for so long, now a cloud of uncertainty hovered over it as heavy as the storm that raged outside.
But she supposed that was something that could wait for another time. For now, she had a spell to learn.
Chapter 2
 
 
 
Yvette stepped out from their small home before taking a deep breath of the fresh, albeit damp, air. The ground was slightly damp, though not quite muddy. She wondered if that was magic that flowed through the ground or if was a quality of the dirt itself. Either way, she appreciated it. In fact, the dirt underneath their small home had remained dry even throughout the storm, so it seemed to be incredibly effective.
The zmaj were already moving around their city. The larger zmaj, ones who had once been human and now called themselves the chiogn, left large but shallow footprints when they moved, hauling heavy loads through the streets. The smaller zmaj, the ones who had once been lizards or other animals and called themselves the tenogn, scrambled with ease along the tall homes, moving quickly to repair any damage done by the fierce winds and powerful rains that had fallen across the city.
Despite the distinction, however, they were all obviously zmaj. All of them were bipedal (though the tenogn seemed happy to move on two legs or all four limbs as needed), with beautiful, thick scales of different colors. The light mist hanging in the air caused many of the scales to glisten and somehow appear even prettier, sparkling as if they were made of jewels.
There was a light cough from behind her, tearing her from her thoughts. She turned around to see a large zmaj towering over her. She felt her heart begin to beat faster and her breath hasten, dread flowing through her as she began to panic and wonder what she had done now. It took her a moment to realize she recognized those thick, green scales. Osiron.
“We’re checking for any damage done from the storm,” he said, his voice calm and careful. His face was a blank mask. She wondered if he was calm, or desperately trying to hide any emotions he felt. She couldn’t help feeling a small ounce of pity wash over her when she looked over him, knowing the pain she’d caused him only recently.
“It held up wonderfully, we didn’t see anything. The smoke flap kept closed against the rain, not a single drop of water got inside,” Yvette said quickly.
“Good. Please be careful when going through the city. We wouldn’t want our guests to hurt themselves.”
Yvette gave another nod, watching the zmaj turn and walk away, his movements a bit jerky. Nothing like the powerful grace that so many of the zmaj seemed to have. After a few moments she felt herself begin to relax, shaking her head.
“You okay?” Gervas asked, stepping out from behind the flap of their home. She couldn’t help but notice that, once more, he was wearing his chainmail hauberk and his sword was strapped at his side. His bracers were on his arms as well. She suspected if his shield and spear hadn’t been lost in their fight against the massive turtle, they would have been with him as well.
She glanced around, looking over the zmaj moving around the city. She didn’t blame him for being cautious and well armed. Instinctively she brushed her finger across her own side, feeling the familiar weight of her sheathed dagger. Every so often she would see a zmaj looking at her. Some of the looks were curious, some were sad. But a disturbingly high number of them were angry, even hateful.
Not that she could blame them. Yvette and Gervas were the ones who had discovered the unknown truth of this island and the zmaj.
The fact that Hsgrogn, the great dragon turtle that had created this island and turned them into the zmaj had left. That the creature they believed to be their great king was merely a guardian left behind to protect them. It had changed nearly everything they knew about their world. Now there was nothing to stop them from leaving their home and going out into the world, but there was nothing to protect them from the world itself.
Yvette couldn’t begin to imagine how they felt and, unsurprisingly, the zmaj hadn’t been very keen on sharing it with them. But she could already make a few guesses when she walked through the city.
The looks of hate were easy to explain. After all, they were the ones who had defeated this corrupt guardian and now held one of the scales of the zmaj’s great king as a trophy from the fight. It was their tampering that had upset the people here, that had changed the very world they had grown so used to. If not for them, the zmaj would have been able to live peacefully, locked away from the rest of the world and comfortable in the knowledge that their king was still there, watching over them.
That they hadn’t been abandoned. Yvette couldn’t imagine what would cause the dragon turtle to leave like it had. Hsgrogn had been not just the protector, but the creator of these people. It had chosen them and altered their forms to it’s desires. Then, to just abandon them? To leave them to the world? How could something be so cruel? The very idea made her almost want to cry.
She found herself drawn towards the center of the city. Despite the great storm that had raged, the signature of the village remained strong.
A great flame that seemed to shift across random colors wildly, as if it was alive. No winds could dull it, no water could snuff it out. It had been created by the great king itself, an eternal gift towards it’s chosen. Flames that would change any that walked through it into zmaj.
She had seen the way zmaj would often stare at it longingly. It was the only true symbol that remained for them of their great king. She’d heard that some believed it was a sign that the dragon turtle hadn’t abandoned them at all and that it would return when they needed it. Others seemed to believe that it was just an artifact from their one time ruler. Still, the power it held could not be denied. Even if she wasn’t a zmaj, she could still feel the magic that flowed through the flames.
She stopped when she realized those gathered around the flames weren’t just staring, they were readying themselves. At least a dozen of them were standing around a slightly smaller zmaj. An adolescent. She’d seen this ritual before, though she couldn’t help but watch it again.
“Yvette?” Gervas asked.
The larger zmaj were talking to the smaller in dragon tongue, their loud hisses echoing through the courtyard. Other zmaj had stopped their work, watching the group. Then, slowly, the smaller, blue scaled zmaj walked into the flames.
The flames didn’t burn them though. Instead they were enveloped, their scales shimmering within the magical energy. She could feel the magic within pulsing, sliding along and empowering the creature. Foot by foot the zmaj walked through until, finally, they came out the other side.
Their form had changed. While before they had been a light blue, now their scales were a mix of green and red. They were taller than before, with their muscles more defined. There was also a strange sense about them. One of power, strength, that hadn’t resided before. They had walked through the flames, taken on the blessing of Hsgrogn. They were finally an adult. The others who had come with them walked around the flame and wrapped their arms around the new zmaj, the ritual complete. Even if their great king wasn’t here in body, she couldn’t help but agree that the flames were proof that they hadn’t been truly abandoned.
“Yvette!” Gervas snapped directly into her ear.
Yvette yelped and turned around, turning so quickly she almost hit Gervas with her shoulder. “What? Sorry. I was distracted. What did you say?”
“You’ve been distracted a lot lately,” Gervas said firmly before reaching out and placing a hand on her forehead. “I asked if you were okay.”
“Yes. Right. Sorry. I’m just thinking,” she said sheepishly, her heart pounding even harder when he touched her. How could she not have her mind in a thousand places right now?
“Thinking is becoming dangerous for you. You’re liable to end up walking into the flames at this rate.”
Her cheeks burned even redder and she shook her head. “Never. You know the only thing I want to turn into is--”
“Ah, there you two are,” a voice called out, shattering her thoughts. She turned around and instantly cringed. Durandet. A tall, powerful zmaj, her scales were an assortment of many different colors. The Chosen of Hsgrogn and the closest thing the island now had to a ruler. Yvette couldn’t help but wonder how much power that title now held. How long until the people of the island decided that the flames could no longer decide for them who their ruler would be? The large woman walked towards them, a small group of tenogn scampering around her feet as they always seemed to be, ready to tend to any orders or needs of the chosen. “I hope the sudden storm hasn’t found you two ill?” she asked. Despite the friendly words, the tone she used told an entirely different story. The look she was giving them made it clear how happy she would have been to find the two of them had been struck by lightning in the storm and were now gone.
Fortunately, Yvette knew better than to comment on their host’s less than pleased body language. “Oh, of course,” she said quickly. “We slept quite soundly through most of it. Has there been any changes we need to know about?”
“I would hardly be coming to see you if there hadn’t been, boy,” Durandet said, her voice cold and almost vicious, any semblance of civility quickly vanishing.
Yvette cringed and had to stop herself from instinctively moving closer to Gervas. The elder zmaj seemed to hate her most of all after all that had happened. Not that she could truly blame her. Finding out that their king, the one who had made their very home, was now gone couldn’t have been easy. On top of that, Yvette had already drawn the woman’s ire due to an imagined slight on Osiron, due to a misunderstanding. Yvette really wished she could say this was the only person here who had expressed such hostility towards her or who refused to treat her as a woman, but sadly the number who were okay with her being herself were distressingly low. She could almost find some dark humor in the fact that THAT was the part of this island that felt so familiar to her.
She felt a small surge of warmth when Gervas moved directly to her side, staring up at the large, scaled woman. “I wasn’t the one who asked, Yvette did,” he said calmly.
Durandet paused for a moment, the annoyance giving way to confusion for a moment. Her eyes then narrowed. “I was speaking to him.”
“Also, I’m a man, not a boy. But if you want to speak with me, that’s fine. But you shouldn’t talk over Yvette like that. It’s quite rude, especially for someone who’s supposed to be a leader. If you’re going to act like a child, perhaps you should have someone else speak to us,” Gervas said without hesitation, his voice calm, but firm.
The woman’s eyes narrowed and Yvette could see the way her claws clenched. For a moment she though the woman might take a swing at him. “What are you even saying? I was speaking directly to your little mage and--”
“Then you should call HER by something a bit more accurate. If you’re too blind to know a girl when you see one, then I’m only going to get confused when you speak like that,” he said, keeping his voice calm and collected, though Yvette noticed his hand moved to rest on the hilt of his sword.
Durandet let out a low growl and there were some light hisses from a few of the tenogn at her feet. Gervas didn’t back down, staring up at the woman defiantly. Yvette couldn’t help but feel more warmth towards the man. Even she likely would have backed down to such an imposing figure, at least until they were no longer on this island. The fact he was still willing to stand up for her, despite the odds, made her heart pound even harder for him.
“I have no time for your games and you have already wasted enough of my time,” Durandet said, her claws unclenching. “I have come to inform you that we have come to a decision. Despite my objections, the guardians have overruled me in this. We have decided to send an envoy to the outside world beyond our mountains.”
“You’re going back to land?” Yvette asked, cringing when the woman’s fierce eyes fell back on her.
“Not quite so far,” the woman said curtly. “We will be contacting the merfolk. They have always been far more trustworthy than your kind. And they do not play such silly games,” she said with a growl. “Their respect for the Great King has led them to always have good relations with us. You have been invited to attend the meeting. However, I would advise you to not attend, boy. As they will have no more patience with your trickery than I.”
“I’m not being tricky,” Gervis said instantly. “But you really should choose one of us to talk to at a time, not switch between us like that. Especially if you’re going to just keep glaring at Yvette like that. It’s very confusing when you keep talking to me but stare at her.”
Yvette only barely contained the snort of laughter at the sight of confusion and annoyance that flared across the chosen’s face, before the zmaj turned around and stormed off. She watched the woman leave, before glancing back to Gervas. “That’s new.”
“What is?” he asked, glancing back to her, his face a mask of confused innocence. She didn’t believe it for a second.
“You know what is,” she said with a light laugh. “It’s a fun approach, I like it. But she really might try and claw you if you keep doing that.”
“I find it unlikely. After all, we’re guests,” Gervas said with a shrug. “Besides, it’s oh so very confusing when she does that. How am I supposed to know who she means when she talks like that? After all, there’s only one man in our group,” he said with that cocky, knowing smile of his she had grown to adore.
She did feel a little mild annoyance that it made her heart flutter so, but grateful that it was being used for her. “What do you think about this offer?”
“I don’t know. It’s probably the best one we’re going to get for a while, though,” Gervas muttered, shaking his head. “If the option is stay here or deal with the merfolk, I know which I’d choose. If nothing else, our coin will mean more to them. Getting passage back to land would be easy enough.” He started walking back down the road. “Come on. Let’s go get something to eat before everyone else comes.”
Yvette nodded, following closely behind him. She felt a small flutter of excitement. They could finally get away from here. Get on with the next part of their journey. Unfortunately, as much as she wanted to continue back on land, she knew it wasn’t quite that simple. After all, while they had managed to get the scale of a dragon turtle, the next reagent was yet another that would need to be found at sea.
Tears of a siren. Still, she knew they would handle that ordeal when they had a chance. For now, they had to take everything one step at a time.
Chapter 3
 
 
 
Yvette lightly picked at the small stone plate of strange plants in front of her. It wasn’t that the food was bad. In fact, the food was delicious. The strange herbs and spices the zmaj used were incredible. Their diets were heavily fish based, but they also grew a wide assortment of different vegetables and fruits that seemed to thrive in this strange land. She imagined it was yet another gift from the dragon turtle.
As good as the food was, it didn’t change how it was presented. The zmaj held their meals as public affairs. A very large structure, one of the few that weren’t shaped like a small mountain, was where the meals were prepared and eaten. While there were a few tables and sometimes meals would be taken to those who could not leave, the floor of the structure was covered in thick furs and most would just sit in a random area and devour their meal there.
Unfortunately, as feasting was a public affair, it meant that there were plenty of whispers and hissing sounds filling the air while the zmaj discussed among themselves. While she couldn’t make out much of what they said in dragon tongue, she had managed to learn enough to know they were occasionally speaking about her and Gervas. The frequent glances in their direction only made her feel more uneasy the longer they were here.
Fortunately most of the zmaj seemed too busy working on repairs after the storm and so there were only a handful of them to gawk at the two. She tried to force down what she could. After this meal they would return back to their home and likely not have another meal until far, far later in the day, when most of the zmaj would have already eaten their fill and once more left the structure almost empty. The last thing she wanted to do was get hungry before then and have to dig into their stored rations. There was no telling when they’d need them.
She felt a soft pang of guilt, glancing towards Gervas who ate his meal with a stony silence. He never complained or objected to this, but she knew he had decided they’d stick to this meal schedule for her sake. It was yet another attempt to protect her, keeping her separated as best he could from the zmaj. The things they whispered about her were far, far worse than what they said about him, after all. If it was just him, he’d likely be able to come and eat whenever he desired, but he refused to leave her side.
Yvette stuffed a small, green pepper into her mouth and sunk just a little more into the fur. If not for her, he wouldn’t even be here. He’d probably be off, tending to some other job. Protecting a better mage than her. One who hadn’t--
“Stop that,” Gervas said, glancing over to her.
“W-what?” she asked, nearly choking on the pepper and starting to cough, pounding on her chest a few times to clear it before grabbing her mug and quickly downing the sweet tasting nectar within to clear her throat. “I’m not doing anything, I just--”
“You’re working yourself up again.”
“I-I was not!” she lied, her cheeks burning. “I--”
“You were doing those soft little sighs you always do whenever you start to get upset,” he said firmly. “I’m not sure what has you sad now, but stop beating yourself up. None of this is your fault.”
She gave a light chuckle. “I think by definition, everything here is my fault. I’m the one who wanted us to come here. I--”
“We were the ones who found out what was going on here and put a stop to it,” Gervas said firmly. “If we hadn’t come here, these people would have still been cut off from the rest of the world with that creature out there, trapping them.”
“I don’t think they see it as that way,” Yvette mumbled, glancing around at the few eating. She caught one of them staring at her, though they quickly looked back down at their food. “I think some, maybe even most, of them would have preferred to believe that Hsrg… Hsgrock… Hs… that the dragon turtle had never left them.”
Gervas nodded. “Maybe. The truth is sometimes terrible. Better they know now, rather than someone truly terrible finding out and using it against them. There are more than a few mages out there who would have loved to find out that this island wasn’t protected anymore. Who knows what would have happened then?”
Yvette rolled her eyes. “I don’t think anyone would have wanted to come here if they had to go through that thing. Why would a mage even want that? It’s not like--”
“An entire island where they could do almost anything they desired, cut off from the rest of the world? I can imagine they--”
“The zmaj have mages as well,” Yvette said quickly. “Some of which are powerful. I don’t think any mage would have come here to do some… whatever it is you think they would do,” she said before shaking her head. “You know, not every trouble in the world comes about because of mages.”
“Magic, then.”
“Or magic,” she said. “You know, I’m a mage. It doesn’t make me terrible. You’ve almost died to protect me a few times, so you must think I’m somewhat good.”
Gervas gave a small shrug. “You’re just one of the good ones.”
Yvette rolled her eyes. “There are plenty of good ones. Not every mage is going to--” The words caught in her throat when she saw the entrance flap of the building open and a large, green zmaj walked inside. They scanned the room before turning towards them. It was Osiron again and, unfortunately, he looked angry. He wiped the dirt off his feet at the entrance before making his way towards them.
“Yvette, Gervas,” he said once he was close.
“Osiron,” Yvette said softly. She felt the tension swelling inside her. Last time she had seen the zmaj look angry, especially in her direction, they had nearly been banished from the island and instead tossed into what the other zmaj had believed would be certain doom. Instead, it had resulted in her discovering the truth about the island’s protector and nearly being eaten by it.
Still,  she couldn’t help feeling anything but pity for this zmaj. In many ways, Osiron was like her. He wasn’t quite a he, or at least, he didn’t seem to be. Like her, he felt as if he had been born in the wrong body. Unfortunately, he still tried to be a man, demanded it. She had even transformed him into a girl for a short time, allowing him to experience what it felt to be a woman. And then she had the misfortune of watching the large, green zmaj practically fall apart with despair.
She couldn’t begin to imagine what was going on in the zmaj’s head every time he saw her. How hard it had to be, knowing what you were and yet being unable to pursue it. She only hoped that one day he would be able to accept what he was, what SHE could be.
But then, if the weird looks she received from the rest of the zmaj and the way Durandet treated her was any inclination, then Yvette couldn’t blame Osiron for deciding to remain as he was. There was no telling what would happen if he even tried. As much as she wished she could force him to see, all she could do now was accept that this was who he had to be for now.
“Once you’ve finished your meal, I would like to speak with you. Durandet has already spoken with you, correct?”
“Somewhat, yes,” Gervas said, his eyes not leaving the plate. “Apparently the guardians overruled her? I take it that was your doing?”
“Not entirely, but yes,” the zmaj said, his face softening. “My apologies, yet again.”
Yvette shook her head. “It’s fine. You’ve already apologized enough for what happened. You didn’t know how Durandet would respond.”
“If I hadn’t allowed myself to be weak, then you never would have been blamed or hurt,” he said firmly.
“You weren’t weak,” Yvette said quickly. “You were hurt and--”
“We will not discuss this now,” Osiron cut her off, shaking his head. “That is not why I’ve come here. There is more information I wish to give you, information I am sure that Durandet left out. Please, finish your meal and come with me.”
Yvette nodded, stuffing the last few pieces from her plate into her mouth and quickly following them up by drinking from the last of her mug. She noticed Gervas was already doing the same, taking the dishes from her to give back to the zmaj. She waited, less than patiently, for his return.
It was a relief when the three of them finally stepped out from the building, leaving those questioning gazes behind. Even if she did tense up again once she felt more confused eyes on her when they walked the streets. She tried to ignore them, instead turning her gaze towards Osiron. “So, what is it we need to know?”
Osiron gave a soft sigh, shaking his head. “You have been invited to attend the vessel leaving, correct?”
Yvette nodded, feeling tension rise in her stomach and her meal starting to settle uneasily. She hadn’t thought about it until now, but she realized it would be the ideal way to get rid of them. Kill them both at sea, then toss them overboard. Was that the plan all along?
“The vessel itself won’t be going to the main continent, it will just be contacting the merfolk. I’m sorry if Durandet implied more.”
Yvette felt herself relax a little, glancing back to Gervas. She noticed a little tension leaving him as well. She wondered if he’d had the same thoughts. No. He’d probably been thinking that this entire time and already had a dozen plans to deal with the situation. “She told us that. If you don’t mind me asking, why? How far are we going out?”
Osiron gave a soft sigh, this time with exasperation. “Not very far at all. This stays between us, okay? Tell no one else,” he said, his voice going low.
Yvette nodded, glancing around nervously. She couldn’t help but notice the path they were taking led them away from many of the homes, instead out towards the fields where they tended their livestock and plants. Where there were less zmaj to eavesdrop on them. “Yes?”
“Right now, things are tense. Durandet wants to keep things as they are, to pretend that Hsgrogn is still with us. There are those who agree with her. The flame still burns and still allows us to be reborn when we come of age. They believe, when the time comes, he will return to our home to rule us once more.”
Yvette nodded. “I see. I mean, the magic is still there, so it’s likely that the dragon turtle is somewhere. What does everyone else believe?”
“There are two other factions that are beginning to form,” Osiron mumbled. “There are those, like I, who believe that Hsgrogn is still out there, watching over us. That this is a test. That he is seeing what we will do without his guidance. Without his leadership. I believe that it is our duty to reach out to the rest of the world, to stand on our own feet now. Our Great King has not abandoned us, but we must make the decisions for ourselves now. To follow the lessons he has taught us. The only way to do that is to reach out to the world once more.”
“And the other?” Yvette asked, feeling tension rising inside her.
“There is a small faction that believes that Hsgrogn has betrayed us. That he has chosen to abandon us entirely and that we should respond in kind. That we should cast away the chosen and guardians and choose our own. They are small, for the time being, but there is danger brewing now.”
Yvette felt another small pang of guilt swelling inside her. If they started to come to blows, she couldn’t imagine the blood that would be shed. Her eyes wandered over the sharp claws and thick scales of Osiron. “Do you think it’ll come to violence?”
“It will not,” Osiron said firmly. “For now, we are reaching out to the world once more, connecting with those who have always been good to us. Perhaps the merfolk will even be able to contact our Great King and determine why he left us. But things are changing here, Yvette. Quickly. Tensions are rising. There are more than a few who would love to see the pair of you gone forever. Either taken by the merfolk or something more permanent.”
Yvette felt that tension rise inside her once again. So perhaps her initial thought was correct after all. “I see,” she said softly. “And this ship is a good way to do it, then?”
“Indeed. We have only a handful of vessels remaining from before we were closed off from the rest of the world. Some that were stored away, a few that were used for fishing. Most aren’t sea worthy. None are able to go the great distance that would be required to make it to the mainland. Even worse, we have only a few mages who have studied water or navigational magic. We aren’t going to the merfolk because they are the best choice. They are our only choice. So much knowledge has been lost on how to travel the seas and, until we gain aid, will remain lost.”
“That’s actually comforting, then,” Gervas said calmly.
“How is any of this comforting? Someone is bound to try and kill us on the boat,” Yvette said, her heart already hammering.
“It means we’re unlikely to be going very far out. More importantly, it seems your leaders understand just how dangerous the sea can be,” he said to Osiron. “I’m not a sailor, though I’ve worked on a ship often enough. It can be deadly if you’re not careful or ill equipped. You’re right, if you tried to travel out to the mainland now, you’d perish. If anyone can aid you, the merfolk can. It likely won’t be easy to contact them, however.”
Osiron nodded. “No, it likely won’t. But for now, it is the best we can do. The ship you’ll be traveling on is large, but ill suited for going too far out to sea. I ask that you be careful. While there are many who would enjoy hearing of an accident occurring while you two were out at sea, I am not among them.”
Yvette gave a small nod before glancing around. Once she was certain nobody was near enough to listen, she turned back to him. “Osiron, my offer still stands. If you wanted to come with us and--”
“My place is here,” he said firmly. “I am Osiron. I will not abandon my home when it needs me most.”
“But you--”
“Have a duty. While I am forever sorry for the hardships that my weakness on that night caused you, I cannot and will not allow myself to consider them again.”
“It’s not a weakness!” Yvette said firmly, her hands clenching into fists at her side. “It’s who you are. You can’t just deny yourself like that, all you’re going to do is hurt yourself. You--”
“I am Osiron. That is all,” he said firmly. “I appreciate your kindness, Yvette. Your offer is generous, but my place is here. With my people. Just as yours is on this quest of yours. I do wish you the goal you desire. But do not mistake your quest for mine.”
Yvette ground her foot into the dirt. “Osiron, this isn’t--”
“Yvette,” Gervas said, taking her hand.
She glanced back at him. “What? I just...” She trailed off before giving a soft sigh. She glanced back to Osiron, before looking away once more. “I just want you to be okay. If this makes you happy, then fine. I wish you only the best. Just know that the offer stands as long as needed. If you ever change your mind--”
“I won’t,” Osiron said quickly before turning away from her. “Now, please. I would prepare for the voyage. One of the tenogn will come to collect you once the time of departure is chosen. I do hope you’ll find that spell useful.”
Yvette gave a nod, before turning and storming away, Gervas’ hand still tightly holding hers. She glanced back at the zmaj, her heart hurting just a little. Once she was out of earshot, she spoke up. “I hate this,” she whispered to him.
“I know. I do, too,” Gervas said back softly, moving to walk besides her but not letting her hand go.
“They’ll probably try to kill us. Again. Why do people keep trying to kill us?” she asked softly.
“Most don’t. But, like all mages, you often stick your nose into the most dangerous places,” he said in a teasing tone.
Yvette’s cheeks burned. “I do not.”
“You really, really do. But it’s fine. If mages knew how to survive on their own, how would I make money off protecting you?”
She gave a light snort, slowly opening her fist inside his hand, then wrapping her fingers around his. “You know, I think you’re projecting. I think you just like the danger, not the money.”
Gervas laughed and shook his head. “I am hardly a thrill seeker. I’d be quite content to have a small cottage off in some small town, spending the rest of my days calm and relaxed.”
Yvette paused, imagining him spending the rest of his life in a calm, restful lifestyle. She gave a light snort. “I find that hard to believe. I don’t think you’d last a week.”
He gave a light chuckle. “Do not mistake me for a mage, young lady,” he said with a mock scolding tone. “I have no desire for danger or eternal study that you mages find so appealing. I just want comfort.”
“Of course you do,” she said with a roll of her eyes. “Come on, let’s go get ready. You can be comfortable while I practice that spell. I’d rather not have a repeat of last time.”
A life of comfort? She couldn’t help but wonder if he actually believed that. If he wanted comfort, he wouldn’t be so close to her. Her hand tightened just a bit around his, squeezing it a little harder. Her life was going to be anything but comfortable.
But so long as he was in it, she felt it could at least be happy.
Chapter 4
 
 
 
Yvette stared at the vessel and felt her stomach do another small flip. She took a small, deep breath and then glanced to Gervas. “So… err… what do you think?”
“Are you sure you are going to be okay with your sea sickness?” he asked, not taking his eyes off the ‘ship’.
“I think my sea sickness may be the least of our problems,” she muttered.
“We’re not going far. If you can turn into something that swims, we should be fine.”
Yvette nodded and reached her left hand over to touch her bracer, making the small dots appear across it. She then paused and after a moment the scale appeared as well. It was a powerful reagent on its own and useful for transforming magic. While she wasn’t sure how, exactly, it would impact her spells, she figured it would be a good time to experiment with it. She closed her eyes for a moment and let her stomach settle, before casting the anti-seasickness spell and walking with him onto the vessel.
The vessel was a flurry of noise and activity, with the zmaj running in all directions. Incredibly old, it had been once known as the ‘Guiding Shell’ and it was clear enough why. The vessel was nearly three times as wide as most ships she’d seen, rising in the center and lower to the water on the edges, like a turtle’s shell. Supposedly it had once been a war ship of sorts, with thick metal plates covering it and well over a dozen ballistae. Over the years, much of the pieces had been torn off and used for other functions, leaving the ship little more than a creaking, damaged mess. The wood was old and gnarled, covered in small cracks. It creaked ominously with every step she took, but she suspected it was far more durable than it looked. The zmaj pounded across it with each step and if it was really that easily broken, one of them would have fallen through already.
In fact, once she was on board the vessel she found some of her anxiety beginning to melt away. Despite being on the water, the ship seemed to barely move, only lightly bobbing with the water. More importantly, she didn’t feel nauseous or sick. The spell was working. She gave a silent thank you to the heavens for that miracle.
“Come on,” Gervas said, taking her hand and slowly pulling her closer to the center of the vessel. The ship was designed for four sails, though only two in the center would be used. They’d only managed to salvage two working sails from the collection of old ships, at least that would fit the Shell. “How’s your stomach?”
“Feels pretty good, all things considered,” she said with a weak laugh. “Do you think this will work? I mean, I don’t think any of them have done this before.”
“It’ll be fine. They have a hydromancer for a reason. I wouldn’t trust this vessel out at sea without one, though. I don’t--” The ship suddenly jerked hard to the left, almost knocking him over and only stopping her from falling over because he grabbed and held her. “Are you okay?” he asked quickly.
“Sorry!” a voice rang out. “Going to try that again!”
Yvette didn’t move, held tightly to Gervas’ chest. Her heart was pounding and it was all she could do to not ask him to hold her tighter. This time, the ship began to move a little slower, without any wild jerks. She felt Gervas’ grip tighten on her, just a little.
“Yvette? Are you okay?”
“I… think so...” she whispered. Her stomach did small little flips and she could feel a small hint of nausea in the pit of her stomach. It was little more than an echo compared to the sheer misery she’d had to go through on their last voyage. She wasn’t sure if it was from the ship or from him holding her though. “Yeah. I’m fine. My stomach feels fine,” she said after a few more moments.
Slowly he let her go and gave her a gentle grin that made her heart leap. “Good. So the spell is holding. It’ll be a lot nicer this time, then.”
Yvette gave a light laugh. “Well, I don’t think it could have been any worse.” She tried to ignore that bit of disappointment when his arms left her. She quickly reminded herself that she needed him, she did not want to drive him away from her by showing those feelings that had begun to rise. No matter how desperately she wanted to grab a hold of him and never let go.
“Yvette? Are you okay? Your face is all red.”
She shook her head, trying to clear those ideas away. “Sorry. Just feeling a little queasy, still. The spell isn’t perfect, but it’s still effective. I’m sure it will pass.”
Gervas gave a swift nod before staring out over the sea. From the higher area in the center of the vessel, it was easy to see out. The mountains of Cragtooth Isle rose up on either side of them, an escort out into the deeper waters. They would never truly leave sight of them, of course. But they would be heading far enough out that they would seem far smaller. As of now, they towered over the ship and cast it in deep, dark shadows which made the water below seem ominous and almost deadly. She felt another shudder through her, every creak making her cringe. It had been so, so long since this vessel had been out at sea. Could it possibly hold? What if it fell apart beneath them?
She tried to ignore those thoughts, instead turning back towards the rear of the vessel. There, a single platform had been built, upon which one of the smaller zmaj, the tenogn, was sitting. The vessel’s hydromancer. Their eyes were closed and they were laying on their stomach. They seemed almost asleep, but she knew they were in fact focusing their magic on keeping the water around the massive vessel going smoothly. She couldn’t imagine how difficult it had to be for them. In front of the zmaj stood two far larger zmaj, the chiogn, guarding the smaller mage.
Yvette couldn’t help feeling a small rush of foolishness wash over her. When she had first found out what the tenogn were she had thought they were pets. But here, more than ever, it was easy to see just how valuable and important the creatures were. The fate of this entire voyage could depend on the small creatures and even if there were unlikely to be any threats, it was obvious that the zmaj were treating the safety of the small creature as a incredible priority.
The creature seemed to be doing a fine job as they were quickly drifting out, away from the island and towards the deeper waters. Despite her worries, the ship did not crumble to pieces while it went across the calm sea.
 
------ 
 
Yvette gave a small yawn, trying to keep herself from nodding off. It wasn’t any surprise that she wasn’t the only one who felt that way.
They had been out at sea for hours now, the island small but still within view. Once they had arrived at deeper waters another zmaj mage had walked out to the bow of the ship and cast a sending spell. They had done it a multitude of times before resting.
From there it was just a waiting game to see if they received a response. Yvette wasn’t very hopeful, to be honest. While she expected that the merfolk would, eventually, respond, she didn’t imagine they’d have an answer for a while. She wasn’t even sure that the message had been received. It was a blind sending, without any idea who they were sending the message to. They just had to send it out and then wait, hoping for a response.
She was quickly beginning to regret coming on this voyage. As hopeful as she had been that there would be an instant response, the fact there hadn’t been one yet was quickly making her suspect there wouldn’t be one at all today. It--
Her thoughts were scattered when she realized she was having trouble seeing the island off in the distance. Even worse, the water was beginning to get a bit more wild. She heard a few light hisses and growls, before the hydromancer raced out from below deck, once more taking its place on the platform of the ship.
“What in the world?” Gervas muttered, staring out towards the right side of the ship. She did as well, squinting.
Finally, she could make it out. It looked as if a cloud had come out of the water itself, thick fog rolling over the waves. “W-what’s that?” she asked, reaching out to grab Gervas’ hand.
“Fog,” he muttered softly.
“I can see that. I mean, it wasn’t here a minute ago. Was it? It can’t just come out of nowhere like that, can it?” she asked.
“I don’t know. I don’t think so,” he said softly. The water around them began to calm down, the ship returning to its gentle, rhythmic bobbing. The ship began to turn aiming back towards the island. Unfortunately the fog washed over them before the turn could be completed.
Yvette held her breath and listened, her fingers holding Gervas’ tightly. Her mind went through every story and myth she had heard of about the sea. Monsters that struck from the mist. Ghost ships that would ascend from the ocean, tear a ship to pieces and then leaving nothing but a torn, barren vessel in their wake. Sea monsters that rose up and devoured ships whole.
She swore she could hear more creaks and the billowing of sails outside of their vessel. Voices. The splash of something moving out there. She expected their ship to rise out of the water, torn in half by some massive leviathan at any moment. She narrowed her eyes, struggling to peer through the thick fog that encircled them on all sides, but it was so thick she couldn’t even make out the ends of the ship, let alone what lie beyond. Even the sun struggled to give them light through the thick mist.
Then, just as quickly as it had come, the fog washed over them. The sun could once again be seen through slightly clouded skies and, before long, even that cover was gone. The cloud of fog seemed to have continued on, leaving the vessel untouched. She let out a sigh of relief, leaning against Gervas. “Is… that normal?” she asked gently.
“I don’t know,” he whispered. “I don’t think so. But I’m not familiar enough with sea travel to say.”
Yvette nodded and looked around. No one else on the vessel seemed sure of what to do now, either. Of what that could have been. It didn’t seem dangerous, at least, so that was a small comfort. She relaxed and watched the mist while the sun slowly beat on it, more and more of it evaporating with each second. Before long, it was gone entirely, revealing nothing but clear skies.
Nothing happened, they were all okay. She could hear mutterings among the zmaj, though they spoke in dragon tongue and she couldn’t understand it. She suspected they were as confused as she was. The Shell began to sail back towards the mainland, slow and cautious. There was an air of tension lingering now, despite the lack of any attack. Yvette wondered if that was a natural phenomenon, or if there had been something far worse in store for all of them. She knew one thing, though. If they made it back to land, she didn’t want to leave it again after that.
“Yvette, you’re hurting my hand,” Gervas said.
She flushed and let his hand go, looking away from him. “S-sorry. Right. Err. So… I guess that means today wasn’t a success, right?”
“It doesn’t seem like it.” Gervas looked around cautiously, before leaning in and whispering to her. “I haven’t seen anything suspicious, either. I don’t think anyone is intending to try and end us now. At least on this trip.”
Yvette nodded, giving him a weak smile. She supposed the mist would have been the ideal time to try it if they were going to. She then tensed up. What if the mist had been made by the zmaj? It had come so suddenly. What if it had been intended to be cover while finishing them off, but somebody had messed up?
She quickly shoved the thoughts away and shook her head, berating herself for such foolish, paranoid thoughts. She really had to learn some self control before allowing her mind to truly get away from her like that.
Nothing had happened. It had just been a mist, nothing else. In a few hours, they’d be back on dry land and there would be nothing left to worry about here out on the sea.
 
------ 
 
Yvette stared at the small ship, slowly making its way towards the shore. Her heart was pounding, anxiety rising while she held onto Gervas’ hand as tight as she could. If she was hurting him, he didn’t seem to notice.
Their focus was entirely on what was ahead. A small ship, more like a dinghy, housing only a single person. Her clothes were torn and damaged, her hair wild. But there was no doubting what she was when she stood tall on the vessel.
The staff held in her right hand was an obvious sign of her position. The way the water parted for her, pushing the boat forward as if it was being rowed by a dozen seamen. The blue robes she wore. The way her long hair was cerulean and seemed to shift between the different colors of the sea, while her eyes glimmered like gold. All of it painted a clear picture.
A mage had come to Cragtooth Isle. The question was, why was she here?
Chapter 5
 
 
 
The boat slowly hit the shore, pushed up by a sudden, final wave from the sea. To Yvette’s surprise, once the boat stopped the mage within stumbled forward from the momentum shift, tripping over the edge of the boat and landing face first on the sand with a shriek. After seeing that, she felt so much of her worry about the woman start to evaporate.
After a moment, the woman sat up, coughing up sand and wiping more from her face. She coughed a few more times before looking up. “H-hello?” she called out, her voice soft and weak. After a few more moments, she spoke again. This time, her voice came out far stronger and she used her staff to pull herself to her feet. “Ahem! Hello! I am Lunia! I have come in peace!” she called, before bowing her head and stumbling forward, collapsing to her knees and coughing some more. “I-I’m incredibly sorry. But I have been lost for quite a long while. So… if you are intending to kill me, please make it swift. I don’t suspect I would last long in captivity.”
The zmaj looked down at the human, wary of approaching. Yvette didn’t blame them. The small dinghy had appeared not long after the Escort Shell had docked. At first they’d believed it was a response from the merfolk, but it had quickly become apparent that there was a human on it. Still, some response was better than no response and there was always the possibility that she had been sent by them. Especially when it became quite clear that it was a mage on board the vessel.
However now the mage seemed almost pathetic, struggling to stand. The zmaj didn’t seem sure how to react, unsure of who this was. Finally, Yvette made the first move. After all, it was another mage, if anyone could understand how the woman had to feel now, it was her. She mentally thanked the heavens that she had worn the gloves that Gervas had gotten her, hiding the mark on the back of her hand. Even if the zmaj didn’t recognize the mark of a fallen mage, she suspected this woman mi--
She stopped in mid-stride towards the woman, only for a second. Her eyes widened. There, just beneath her neck and over her collar bone, was the mark of a fallen mage. It was partially hidden under a bronze necklace the woman wore that was shaped like a great eye. Yvette quickly caught herself and walked forward, holding out her hand. “Hello. I’m Yvette, welcome to Cragtooth Isle.” Her eyes wandered over the boat.
It was almost empty, with only a few small bags inside. Most of which seemed to have been opened but empty. One was partially opened and she could make out something brown and dry looking inside. Rations of a sort? Whatever kind they were, she didn’t recognize them.
“I see. Are you the one in charge here?” the woman asked, before turning towards the group of zmaj.
“Err, no. Not quite. That would be Durandet. There have been some issues here as of late and I don’t think they’re quite certain how to react to you. But, err, if you’ll come with us, we can take you to the leader of this island,” she said. She wished she could say that the woman would be greeted with the same kindness that she had been, but she suspected that wasn’t true anymore.
She tried to ignore the hissing sounds of dragon tongue behind them. The zmaj were speaking among themselves, though she wished she could understand what it was they were saying. Lunia gave a small smile. “Ahhhh. Of course. It would be my honor to accompany you. I’m afraid I’m not quite at my best however.”
Yvette could see the clothing Lunia wore was faded and well worn. It was a journeyman’s robe, just like hers. Except, under it, were light brown breeches and a tan tunic. All of the clothing was well worn and faded, but clean. Likely an effect of the cleansing spell cast over it again and again. There were tears all across the garment, many of which seemed to have been, a bit halfheartedly, closed back up. Likely with a simple mending spell. Yvette nodded and motioned through the woods before pausing. “Err… it is still permitted to take her to the city, correct? That’s what you did with us?”
There were some grudging hissing sounds from the zmaj, but slowly they motioned the pair to follow them into the trees. Yvette gave a soft sigh while Gervas moved to stand by her side and walk with them. “This is my guardian, Gervas.” Yvette said. There was something strange about the woman that made her feel a bit uneasy. The way her eyes shifted from Yvette before going towards the zmaj. “What brings you to Cragtooth Isle?”
“Misfortune, primarily,” she said with a soft sigh, slowly walking with them, digging her staff into the ground. “It has been a long, arduous journey for me. The ship I was on ran into some harsh weather. Unfortunately, the crew were a superstitious lot,” she said bitterly, shaking her head. “They believed that my magic had cursed them to die at sea. If I were capable of such things I surely would have once they sent me out to die.”
Yvette nodded, a small frown forming on her face. She then glanced towards Gervas. Once they moved into the trees, she couldn’t help noticing something else strange about the woman. The way she walked. There was something very measured and cautious about it. The way she moved aside at different times, the way she’d stop suddenly, then change her direction ever so slightly. At one point she moved away from some bushes a few moments before a small rabbit darted out of it. “I see. I thought you were a mage.”
“A hydromancer, to be precise,” the woman said firmly. “I was left adrift for days before I caught a small sending message. I had no idea where land was, but I knew I could track down the source of the message easily enough. Or, rather, I thought I could. Unfortunately, my abilities to see through magic seem to be far weaker than I thought. I was unable to scry upon the source, all I could do was determine the direction. So I used what magic I could to bring myself closer. You said this was Cragtooth Isle, did you not? I had heard stories of a great leviathan that guarded these waters. But I haven’t seen it.”
Yvette froze. “It’s…”
There was suddenly a flurry of hissing and growling, before one of the zmaj spoke up. “Hsgrogn only shows himself when it is time to protect his people. There is no reason for him to attack a single human unless you mean us ill will.”
“Oh! Of course not!” Lunia said, shaking her head. “I would never, ever desire to harm anyone! I merely desire to find a way back to the mainland. That’s all!” she said quickly, giving a light chuckle.
Lunia’s eyes suddenly widened and she stumbled a few steps, shaking her head.
“Are you okay?” Yvette asked, reaching out a hand to steady the girl.
The other mage stared at her for a few moments before looking around. Finally, she shook her head. “I’m fine. I’m sorry, it has been a long time at sea, I don’t believe I feel quite well. My magic has been able to keep me from at least being sun burned, but it has done little to protect me from the exhaustion and stress from this ordeal. I do hope this journey won’t be much longer. I desperately long to sit and recover. If… you don’t mind, could we talk more upon arriving? I really must conserve my energy.”
Yvette nodded, though she found her eyes drawn back to the woman’s neck. There were bruises around it. She couldn’t be sure, but she would have sworn they hadn’t been there before. “Of course. Just regain your energy,” she said gently. She couldn’t be sure, but there was something else in the way Lunia moved. She seemed more anxious than she had a few moments before. Possibly even afraid, or at least worried. She gave Gervas a confused look, but he shrugged.
It felt like ages before they finally walked out from the trees and once more into the city. Durandet stood outside of the city in the fields of fruit trees, surrounded by the tenogn. The look on her face was one of annoyance, nothing like the kind, gentle one that Yvette had received.
Yvette quickly moved away from the other woman, giving her a small, encouraging smile. “You’ll do fine. I hope we can talk once you’re done.”
“Of course,” Lunia said, her eyes not leaving Durandet, the nervous look undeniable.
Yvette quickly moved towards Gervas, reaching out to take his hand and pulling away from the crowd of gathered zmaj. She slowly walked into the city before glancing back towards the crowd. Finally, she spoke up. “You uhhh… noticed that. Right? All of that?”
“The bruise on her neck?” he asked. “Or the fact she’s in way better condition than you’d suspect from someone who’d been lost at sea for that long?”
“Yeah. The bruise on her neck. So it wasn’t there when she got here?”
“No,” he said, shaking his head. “It wasn’t the only one, either. There were more, while we were walking. The way she was moving and talking. It was very wrong. I don’t think she’s as exhausted as she made herself out to be. But there’s something else, too.”
“Do you think there was something else with her? Some kind of invisible monster?” she asked, feeling nervousness beginning to flow over her. “Maybe a spell of some kind?”
“If it was something attacking her, I think she’d have said something,” Gervas said with a shake of his head. “No. There was something else, there. She wasn’t trying to draw attention to it, either. She tried to hide it. Likely a spell of some kind.”
“If it was, it was pretty subtle,” Yvette said. “I didn’t notice her casting anything. But I did notice something else. She’s a fallen mage, like me.”
“Maybe whatever spell she’s using, then,” Gervas said harshly, his eyes narrowing. “Something that damages the body like that doesn’t seem like something they’d approve of.”
“Doesn’t mean she’s doing anything wrong, though,” Yvette said quickly. “I’m a fallen mage too.”
“You’re different,” he said quickly. “Your condition is special. It’s not like--”
“There may be other mages like me. Ones who were punished for something they had to do. We don’t know,” Yvette said, cutting him off.
“Yvette,” he said, crossing his arms and glaring at her. “Her situation is likely nothing like yours. It--”
“But it might be, right?” Yvette cut him off again, stopping for a moment and tugging him back to look at her. “We don’t know, so we shouldn’t just assume it’s wrong or bad. She hasn’t hurt anyone. If she’s getting hurt, she might be--”
“And she shows up today, right after they send that message out. We haven’t heard anything from the merfolk, either. She might be responsible. It’s possible she has a way to block or even interrupt the message. If none of the merfolk sent any--” He stared at her and then, slowly, his eyes went down to her hands. “You’re wearing that ring still, aren’t you?”
“Ring? Of course. The one you gave me? It--” She stopped and felt her cheeks going redder. The ring she wore had been designed to make it so she couldn’t be tracked by the mage’s association. It would block most spells that required tracking or scrying on a person. Which likely included someone trying to send them a message back. Even if the merfolk had tried to respond, there was a good chance that the ring had made it impossible. Worse, if the merfolk had tried to scry on them after sending the message, then it likely looked like either a trap or an outright lie. At the very best, they might be sending messengers towards its origin. “I’m an idiot.”
“We’re both idiots,” Gervas muttered. “We’ll need to ensure we stay here next time they go out. We can’t risk--”
“What if I took the ring off? It would--”
“No!” Gervas snapped, though he quickly lowered his voice when the yell drew the glances of a few of the zmaj out in the streets. He walked a little faster, drawing her towards their small home and pulling her inside. Once they were alone, he turned to face her, releasing her hand. “No,” he repeated. “The Mage’s Association might come looking for you at any time. If they’ve sent mage hunters after you, the moment that ring comes off, we expose ourselves to them tracking us. Right now? They have no idea where we could be. But once they know?”
“They can’t really get to this island without--”
“They could use long range teleportation. Bring themselves right next to you.”
Yvette gulped, shaking her head. “I’m not worth--” She stopped herself, though. The words went through her head. No, she, herself, wasn’t worth teleporting to like that. But if she just suddenly appeared, depending on how long they’d been trying to track her? She might be. Just to catch her before she disappeared again. Not to mention, she was on this island amongst the zmaj. Someone might decide it was worth putting in the effort to teleport here to study them, before teleporting away again. Even if it wasn’t normally worth the effort itself, adding an additional incentive of both herself AND the island could draw the aid of someone strong enough to get them here.
Yvette clutched her fists and gave a small nod. “Right. I won’t take it off. We’ll stay here next time. Hopefully they have a response. But we still need to decide what we’ll do about that woman. Durandet isn’t going to be happy having another human around here. Not after what we did. Even if they didn’t try to kill us when we were on the ship, that doesn’t mean they won’t try in the future.”
Gervas nodded, crossing his arms. “It’s worse than that. If she’s a fallen mage, then there’s a good chance she’s not telling the truth about why she’s here. Her timing is perfect, we--”
“Could just ask me,” a voice said, making them both jump and turn towards the entrance. Lunia slid inside, the entrance flap pushed aside to allow her in. “If you really must know, of course.”
Yvette stared at the woman, trying to keep from cringing. There were definitely more cuts on the woman. Little bruises on her arms. Barely noticeable if she hadn’t been looking for them. “I wasn’t--”
“My magic is dangerous,” Lunia said firmly. “I’m primarily a hydromancer. However, in order to use my magic, I have to expend some of my life with each spell I cast. I’m sure you’ve noticed the bruises and such on my body? That is an after effect of the spell. Magic often has a price, no? The same as anything else.”
Yvette flushed. “T-that’s not, my magic has never--”
“Doesn’t it?” Lunia asked, walking towards her, eyes narrowed. “You expend your energy in order to cast your spells. You get tired. I, unfortunately, do not have that luxury. I have to wound my body in order to cast my magic. That is the key difference between us,” she said before giving a soft sigh. “Unfortunately, the Mage’s Association does not quite agree with such magic. They believe that my willingness to give my own life in such a manner means I’m willing to give up the lives of others for that same cost. Magic such as that is forbidden and, as such, I have been branded a fallen mage.”
“That’s why?” Yvette asked, feeling her heart beat a little faster. This woman was like her, at least in some ways. Forbidden from being what she was, just because it COULD be used in a terrible manner. “How did you know we were--”
“Going to ask that? Because you’re looking at me like you can’t decide if you want to attack me or hide. Besides, you’re a mage as well. Mages always ask. If there was another way for me to use the power I have? I would. Alas, there is not. I am told it is a rare genetic defect,” she said with a saddened shake of her head.
“Why even use magic, then?” Gervas asked, his eyes narrowing. “If it uses up your life, you should give it up and--”
“And do what?” Lunia asked. “Magic is all I know. All I can do. More importantly, it is something I am good at. My abilities as a hydromancer are of the highest level. The wounds it inflicts upon me are temporary and will heal quickly enough. The only true danger I face is if I over exert too much and burn myself out entirely. Were it not for the Mage’s Association, I would be able to do any number of tasks or serve on any vessel. But because of the mark they gave me, that road has been locked off from me. This is what I know how to do, what I have trained to do. I can’t just stop doing it and find something else because they don’t approve.”
“I’m so sorry,” Yvette said before Gervas could start again. She knew what he’d say. The way he’d object to her using magic at all if it could kill her. She didn’t expect him to understand, though. When magic was so much a part of who and what you were, how could you just abandon it? It was what she had been trained in. If she had to live her life, never using her magic again, she wasn’t sure how she’d survive. 
She saw a small twitch from Lunia, though no new wounds appeared this time. She did look between the two of them, before her eyes settled on Yvette once more. Her voice came out calm and gentle. “So, I did talk with the chosen of Hsgrogn. She had quite an interesting story to tell me. It appears that the dragon turtle that kept this island safe is gone and, please do not take this the wrong way as I mean no ill intent, you are to blame?”
Yvette felt herself flush. She opened her mouth to speak, but Gervas cut her off. “Yvette is not to blame in any way. The dragon turtle had left this island ages ago, leaving a guardian behind. Yvette broke the enchantment on it, reverting it back to the size of a normal turtle, at which point it died.”
“Wait, it died?” Yvette asked, turning to Gervas. “You never told me it died.”
“Its shell was crushed,” Gervas said firmly. “It’s not important. What is important is that the creature is no more. It is not Yvette’s fault, she merely stopped it from trapping the zmaj on this island any longer and allowed us to inform them of the trick they had been under.”
Lunia gave a small nod. “I see. That makes far more sense. You must be quite the powerful mage then, Yvette. To be able to fight something like that and survive. I’d love to know more about it, if you would be willing to discuss it with me? Assuming your guardian doesn’t object?” Lunia’s eyes wandered over Gervas. “I assure you, I would never do anything to harm her. If you so desire, you may even take my staff during this talk.” She held out her staff in her open hands.
Gervas’ eyes narrowed, eyeing the staff. “How do we know we can trust you, anyway? Everything you’ve said up to now could be a lie. It likely is.”
“I’ve been quite truthful, I assure you,” Lunia said calmly. “If anything, I imagine I should be more worried about you, should I not?”
“How should you be worried about us?”
“Well, for one thing. Why does a journeyman mage have a master’s bracer? Or perhaps you’re a master with journeyman robes?” Lunia asked, glancing to Yvette. “Or perhaps, like me, getting replacements isn’t easy. After all, you’re a fallen mage as well, aren’t you?”
Yvette froze, her eyes going wide. Quickly, she pulled her right hand back and moved her left hand over it. “H-how did you know?”
“Primarily? You just told me,” Lunia said before glancing to Gervas, who was resting his hand on the hilt of his sword. “They told me a few other things. How you two came onto this island recently. How you attacked one of their sacred guardians.” Her eyes then glanced towards Yvette. “That you are a… ahhhh...”
Yvette felt that anger boiling within herself. “I’m a woman!”
“That I do not doubt,” Lunia said instantly. “A rather powerful, brave young woman, in fact.”
She froze, her mouth falling open slightly. “O-oh. I ummm...”
“I imagine the Mage’s Association doesn’t approve of that either, does it?”
The smaller mage took a small step back, moving slightly closer to Gervas. “I… mean they...”
“The Mage’s Association tends to not approve of things they do not understand,” Lunia said calmly. “That does not make them right. Judging by the way the chosen spoke of you, she doesn’t approve either. Trust me, I’ve run into their sort before.”
Yvette’s heart skipped a beat. She stared intently at the woman, her breath stopping. The woman was beautiful, she couldn’t imagine Lunia’s condition was the same as her own. But she felt a small stirring in her heart, a small desire for it to be that way. “Did… do you… you aren’t...”
“Like you? Not quite in that manner, no. I have run afoul of the Mage’s Association, but I’ve already explained the reason. But you’re not the first person, or even mage, I’ve run into with this particular condition, incredibly rare though it may be. Nor do I expect you’ll be the la--”
Yvette didn’t hesitate. She dashed forward, taking the other woman’s hands in her own. Her heart felt like it might explode and she felt excitement bubbling within herself.
There were others like her. Other people. Other mages. “Y-you have? There are people like me? Do they have a cure? Is there a way to fix it?” Lunia’s face was a mix of shock and worry. Up to this point, she had looked relatively calm upon entering the room, but now there was definitely worry in her eyes. Guilt, as well. Pity.
“Oh you poor thing...” Lunia whispered. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to give you hope. I’ve never met anyone who has found a cure for this. At most I’ve heard rumors.”
Yvette nodded, though she kept her heart from shattering with effort. “But I’m not alone, then? There are others like me?”
“You’d be surprised how many,” Lunia said sheepishly. “I’m hardly an expert on the matter, of course. But I’ve found out about more than a few of them soon after becoming a fallen mage. I can say with certainty that you aren’t the only one looking for a cure.”
Yvette felt her heart take another leap. “T-there are? I-I may have a cure, it--” Gervas’ hand grabbed her arm and pulled her back, making her release the other woman and stumble back to his side. He leaned into her ear and whispered.
“What are you doing?” he asked, his voice furious.
“S-she said that she knew--”
“She could be lying, or worse,” he whispered. “We don’t know anything about her. Who she is, where she’s from. For all we know, she’s been making everything up in order to get close to you. She could be a pirate. An advance force who--”
“An advance force for what?” Yvette asked, shaking her head. “She’s one mage on an island of zmajs. They have mages too. What could she do here that they couldn’t stop?”
“I don’t know,” he whispered. “But now is not the time for you to go telling her everything you’ve done and what we’re doing. She probably doesn’t know anything about your condition and is just saying she does to trick you.”
Yvette felt anger start to rise. “But she said she knew other people like me, she--”
“What are the chances of that?” Gervas asked. “You’ve met one person, in your entire life, who was like this. One person ever. In my entire life I’ve only ever met you. Yet this woman has just happened to meet others like you? Those who want to be a woman despite being born male? She’s playing on your wants, Yvette. There just aren’t that many people like you who can exist.”
Yvette froze, slowly looking up at him. “W-what? You don’t think there can be...”
“Of course not. You’re… unique. Different. Special, I guess,” he muttered before shaking his head. “There’s probably nobody else out there like you. You just need to… Yvette. Don’t, please. Stop crying.”
“I’m not crying,” Yvette said, though she could feel the small tears forming in her eyes. “I’m just a...” But try as she might, she couldn’t ignore his words. As much as she hated it, she suspected he was right. If there were more people like her, why had she never met any? Why hadn’t she met more people who could accept her before him? Why hadn’t she at least heard of it before now? As desperately as she wanted to believe there were other people like her, trying for this so desperately, she found it unlikely. Even the one who she had met like her, Osiron, refused to accept it. “I just thought...”
“I’m not lying,” Lunia said with a shake of her head.
“Stay out of this,” Gervas said coldly.
“I will not,” she said firmly. “There are others like you, Yvette. Others who are, I suppose you might say, trying to cure themselves. I can introduce you to some of them as well.”
“W-what?” Yvette asked, turning to her.
“Yvette, don’t,” Gervas warned. “We don’t know anything about--”
“GERVAS!” Yvette yelled, her voice rising in a flash of anger. “Will you just be quiet? Do you have to treat every single person we meet with such suspicion? If she can show me others like me, what do you care? I just want to--” The words caught in her throat when she saw the look on her guardian’s face. The shock, the hint of hurt. She felt guilt start to flow inside her heart. “W-wait, Gervas. Please, I didn’t mean, I just--”
“No, you’re right,” Gervas said softly, pulling back slightly from her. “Maybe I am just being paranoid. Go ahead,” he said, giving a small wave with his hand for her to carry on.
Yvette stared at him, a small part of her wanting to reach out and hold him. To beg forgiveness for yelling at him. But she couldn’t ignore the chances that there were others like her, who could fix her. Or help. She looked to Lunia. “I’m sorry...”
“It’s fine,” Lunia said dismissively. “I’m one of the fallen. I’m used to being treated as if I’m untrustworthy,” she said with just a hint of bitterness. “Your friend is wrong, though. There are others like you. People with the same problem. You said you have a cure?”
Yvette nodded, pulling away fully from Gervas, giving him a small, lingering look. “Yes. Well, I’m working on it. It’s a...” She trailed off. “A spell. It’s not complete, yet. I’m translating it. It’s a very old spell that can fix this issue. I’m gathering the components to do it, but I’m not there, yet.”
“I see,” Lunia said, rubbing her chin. “What components do you need?”
“Siren tears,” Yvette said. She could almost feel Gervas cringe behind her. As much as she wanted to listen to him, as much as she wanted to follow his directions, she couldn’t. Not here. Not now. Not for this. If there was even a small chance this woman could help her, then she had to try.
Lunia’s eyes widened. “Siren tears? Oh my. You’re not going for something easy, now are you?” she asked with a small sigh. “I can help you, though. Or, well. I suppose we can help each other. You are the one who got rid of the guardian of this island, right? The leviathan?”
Yvette nodded slowly. “Sort of. I wasn’t alone, though. All I really did was disrupt the magic that was holding its form.”
“But you did it, correct?” Lunia asked again.
“Yes…?” Yvette said, feeling a little unease rise up within herself.
“Then I think I can help you. You’ll just need to be patient, okay? Now that I’m on dry land, I should be able to send a message to some of my contacts. I’m sure one of them can help get us both off this island. And I’m certain we can get you somewhere that will have these tears you need. Assuming that’s okay with you?” Lunia offered.
“You can? You will?” she asked. “What do you need from me?”
“All I want is information. This leviathan you faced and drove off, what can you tell me about it? Everything you remember about the fight?”
“O-oh, right,” Yvette started, only pausing when she heard the covering of their small home pushed aside and saw Gervas walk out. “W-wait, Gervas, I--”
“Don’t worry about him,” Lunia said with a small shake of her head. “He’ll calm down, I’m sure. He’s your guardian, isn’t he?”
Yvette nodded, though she wondered if he was reconsidering that decision. She felt frustration coiling around her heart like a viper. “He’s my guardian. I just...”
“It’s his job to keep you safe, that’s all. He’s probably just upset you’re talking to a fallen mage. But, well...” Lunia gave a small, dismissive wave of her hand. “I don’t think he likes that it’s someone else other than him who can help you. You know, it’ll probably lead you to more trouble down the road.”
“What do you mean?” Yvette asked.
“If he gets this upset at the notion that I can maybe help you, what do you think will happen when I do?” Lunia asked. “After all, he’s your guardian, isn’t he? It’s not uncommon for guardians to get a bit too attached to their work. Getting upset when someone else can help their mage. Is this kind of reaction from him common?”
Yvette nodded. “A little. Only when other mages are involved, though. Or nobles. He always gets so paranoid. He seems to think every single other mage in the world is going to go and cause trouble or try and get one, or both, of us killed,” she said with a soft sigh. “But I think it’s just because he’s had a lot of bad experiences with them. He’s managed to get me a little freaked out a few times as well.”
“Of course. Other mages like yourself. People with authority, power,” Lunia said with a small shake of her head. “It’s quite common, you know. Guardians like that. Ones who undermine their mages. Ones who believe they know best. Who try to isolate them from the rest of the world, control them. I have met a few myself.”
“Gervas isn’t like that,” she said gently, glancing back towards the door. She knew he was a bit paranoid sometimes, as well as had a tendency to over react to things at times. But he always had her back, always worked so hard to keep her safe. Always gave his all for her sake. A bit of paranoia was worth dealing with.
“If you say so. I’m just warning you. An over protective guardian like that, he might end up stopping you from finding this cure. Are you--”
“He won’t!” Yvette yelled, her anger suddenly flowing out and shocking her with just how strong it felt. “Gervas would never betray me like that!” she said, her fists clenching at her side.
“I’m not saying--”
“Gervas is kind, loyal and generous. He has put up with everything I have thrown at him. Yes, he’s paranoid sometimes, okay? He doesn’t trust mages. But he trusts ME! And I trust him with my life! I don’t care what other guardians have done. Gervas is Gervas. He is not just other guardians. He is my guardian and even if he isn’t perfect, he’s perfect for me!” she yelled, her nails digging into her palms. It took all of her control to resist slapping the woman. “Don’t talk about him like that. He is my guardian and he will always be my guardian. As long as he is willing. There is nobody in the world I would want, nobody in the world I would trust more, to stand by my side. So… if sometimes he gets over protective, I don’t care. Because I wouldn’t be here now if not for him. He won’t stop me from finding the cure, he won’t stop me from being me. So don’t you dare say he will. Okay?”
Lunia stared at her for a few long moments, her mouth hanging open. Finally, she shook her head and bowed politely. “My apologies, I didn’t mean to offend. If you trust him that deeply, I’ll say nothing more on the subject. If you will give me some time, I will make contact with some of my cohorts. I’m sure I’ll be able to get you both where you need to go. First thing is first, though. The leviathan. I want to hear everything about your fight.”
Yvette nodded, though she was starting to feel unease growing in the pit of her stomach. As desperately as she wanted to believe that the woman knew others like her, she was beginning to feel that paranoia that plagued her guardian so closely. What if he was right and this woman was just telling her what she wanted to hear? What were the chances that there were others like her?
But despite her doubts, she couldn’t let them slip away. She had to take this opportunity while she could. Especially if she could find siren tears from it. As well as get them passage off this island before things got out of control.
For now, though, all she had to do was explain how they had gotten rid of the turtle. It hadn’t been a real leviathan, at least.
Chapter 6
 
 
 
Everything hurt.
Yvette groaned, looking around and trying to clear her head.
The scent of sea water hit her like a wave, bringing her to her senses. She tried to remember what happened. Unfortunately, those thoughts were taken away before they could form, nausea washing over her.
She reached for her bracer and, unfortunately, found it was gone. She tried to find her bag but it wasn’t next to her bed like before. She then realized she was laying on top of a small cot. In the dark, she couldn’t tell where she was, but she knew it wasn’t the small home she’d grown so accustomed to. Had the zmaj finally decided to remove her, permanently? Were they going to drop her body out at sea? The terror and nausea mixed together, making her shake horrible. Her heart began to beat faster when suddenly she heard footsteps. A light suddenly entered the small room and she could finally see, though it didn’t bring much comfort.
Gervas was laying on a cot nearby, unconscious. The pair of them were laying inside a small cell, with metal bars trapping them inside. The world seemed to be rocking back and forth. They were definitely on a boat, but the wood didn’t look nearly old or damaged enough to be a zmaj vessel.
Another wave of nausea hit her and she sat up, half stumbling and half falling towards the bars. She had to get out of here, but she didn’t even know where here WAS. She knelt by the bars, reaching out and trying to shake them, but they didn’t move. “W-who? Why?” she asked, before giving a low burp, covering her mouth. She couldn’t take her eyes off the ground, the spinning world just making her stomach feel worse.
“Ahhh! You’ve finally awakened! Good! Lunia said it should be wearing off about now,” a voice said moments before two pairs of boots came to a rest in front of her. She heard a light snapping of fingers. “I think the two of us--”
Yvette couldn’t hold it in any longer. Her stomach voided itself, emptying the contents across the nearer pair of boots, the bars and a bit of herself. There was a loud shriek and the nearer pair stumbled back.
“What in the-- I’ll gut her!” an angry voice yelled.
“Captain, she’s sea sick,” a much calmer, less angry voice said. “I very much doubt it was intentional. We need her, remember?”
“She… ugh. Hey. Mage! Are you done?” the angry voice asked again.
Yvette whimpered, resting her forehead against the bars and dry heaving. She’d have given anything to have this feeling gone. “P-please… just… k-kill me. Can’t… ugh,” she muttered, that terrible feeling washing over her again and making her retch.
“Ugh. Quinlyn, can you do something about that?”
“Of course, captain.”
Yvette heard the woman tell the seasickness to cease. Then, as if it was never there, she instantly felt better. It took a few more moments for her to realize why her mind was so confused by those words. They hadn’t been in any tongue she recognized. Or rather, they had been in EVERY tongue she recognized. The words were words she could never make herself, had never heard herself. But it was as if they were just words. No, the basis of all words. While her mind interpreted them as telling the seasickness to cease, when she tried going over them in her mind they were so much more complex and strange than anything she had ever heard before. She had understood them not because she knew what they meant. She understood them because those words could never be anything BUT that meaning. As if they had shaped the world around them. Slowly, she raised her head. “H-how…?”
“That’s more like it. Feeling better, mage?” the woman in front asked. She was tall, nearly as tall as Gervas, wearing a strange brownish green overcoat that went down to her ankles and was only just long enough it could close, though at the moment it hung open. Underneath it the woman wore a pair of breeches and simple tunic. Around her waist a belt hung, a hilt of a blade just barely viewable. The woman’s hair was short and wild, almost completely white, with the same golden eyes that Yvette had. “Welcome to my ship, little mage. Yvette, is it?”
“Y-yes,” she said softly, a hand moving up to her stomach. The seasickness was gone entirely. When she’d done the spell herself, it had still lingered on the edges of her mind. But now? It was as if it had never been there at all. “Where are we? Gervas!” she yelled, her head whipping around to her guardian who was laying on the cot still. “W-what did you do to--”
“He’ll be fine,” the second voice said. Yvette turned back and finally looked at the second woman. The woman was massive, nearly a head over her companion. Her arms were crossed over her chest. Her clothing was simple as well, just a pair of breeches and a simple tunic, an empty belt around her waist. Even so, the woman was so muscular that Yvette doubted that the woman would be any more imposing even with a weapon. “He started to wake up earlier so I merely put him back to sleep.”
“Where are we?”
“Ah, right. Of course,” the smaller woman said, kneeling down. Yvette noticed that the mess she’d made was now gone, though she didn’t know how. She couldn’t remember them casting a spell to cleanse it away. “Allow me to introduce myself. I am Captain Jade of the good ship Siren’s Call.”
Yvette nodded. “O-okay?”
Jade blinked a few times and then a look of annoyance came over her features. “You know… usually people look more afraid when I tell them that.”
“I’m sorry, I don’t go out to sea often. Or ever,” Yvette said apologetically. “I get seasick.”
“Of course not. You know, though...” Jade reached inside her overcoat and pulled out a small book. It took Yvette a moment to realize that the book was HER book. Her journal. She lunged forward, trying to take it, but the captain pulled it away and the bars stopped her from getting anywhere near close enough. “Uh uh uh! Bad mage. Now, as I was saying. You’d think a mage who was looking so desperately for sirens would recognize the captain OF the Sirens,” she said with an amused grin.
Yvette blinked a few times, confusion on her features. “Sirens? But you’re a human. Why would--” She froze in place, her eyes going wide. She remembered the things that Gervas had told her before they had set out to sea. She looked down at her finger and, to her surprise, her ring was still there.
The reason they had been able to find the ring was that it had become very important to the traders traveling through the waters, due to attacks from the Sirens. From pirates. She mentally cursed herself for not asking more about them.
“And there we go,” Jade said with a chuckle. “It seems you have heard of us, then?”
“Y-you’re pirates,” Yvette whispered, trying to keep the fear out of her voice and failing drastically. She glanced back at Gervas. She didn’t know how they’d gotten here, but she knew it had to be her fault. Somehow. “P-please. I don’t know why you brought us here. But leave Gervas alone, he’s innocent of any of this. I… I’ll do whatever you want, I just--”
“Calm down,” Jade said with a shake of her head. “You’re our guest here, you see? As long as you are a good little girl and behave yourself, then there won’t be any trouble. And you do want to be a good little girl, don’t you?” she asked, a small grin forming on her lips. “Because, well… you see. Good little girls? They help and don’t cause a ruckus. Bad little girls? They get punished. Bad things may happen to their guardians too.”
Yvette nodded, giving another glance towards Gervas. She swore she’d find a way to get them out of this. “What do you want me to do?”
“Wonderful. You’re in luck, I want you to do what you’ve already done,” Jade said, before holding up the book again.
Yvette blinked a few times. “You want me to steal from the vault?” she asked, fresh horror flowing through her.
“Dear heavens, no. I said help us, not kill yourself,” Jade said with a light laugh. “Lunia told me all about your little fight with the guardian of Cragtooth Isle. It just so happens we’ve been looking for someone with your particular expertise and experience to deal with another leviathan.”
Yvette stared at the woman, her mouth falling open. Finally she shook her head. “W-what? That wasn’t a leviathan! I told her, it was a giant turtle that--” She stopped, her eyes widening. “Lunia. She’s okay? What did you--” A moment later a fresh thought occurred. She felt anger blossom inside her, burning away her worry for the other girl. “She’s with you. She’s a pirate. She tricked us, didn’t she?”
“Quick on the uptake, aren’t you?” Jade asked, her voice dripping with sarcasm. “Truly a boon to your kind. Of course. She’s our little hydromancer. Talented little thing, isn’t she? Tongue like silver, worth every coin spent kidnapping her.”
“W-wait, what? Kidnapping?” Yvette asked, the worry blossoming anew. “Is she okay? Is she--”
“Captain, perhaps I should talk with the mage,” the second woman said.
Jade sighed with exasperation. “Very well. Yvette? This is my first mate, Quinlyn. I suppose she’ll be taking over interrogation. She’ll be gentle, we need you alive after all.” Jade gave a light laugh at her joke. Quinlyn just gave the captain a calm but firm stare for a few moments until the captain averted her eyes and turned away, sliding the book back into her overcoat. “I’ll make sure we’re on course.” She quickly turned and started to walk away.
“You do that, captain,” Quinlyn said, her eyes watching the captain walk away until she disappeared behind a doorway.
Yvette finally noticed the small lantern dangling on the nearby wall, illuminating the small, wooden room. Aside from the cots she and Gervas rested on and the bars, there didn’t appear to be anything else in the room. “Despite what the captain said, you will find that Lunia is completely fine and happy to be here. She has had many chances to part ways and has deemed to remain despite them,” Quinlyn said, staring down at Yvette now. “While her initial allegiances were not to us, she has been more than willing to remain with us for the time being.”
Slowly the smaller mage got to her feet. It was then that she noticed that she was clean as well. Despite the splatter from her earlier mess, all of it as now gone. Even off of her robe. “So is she responsible for this?” Yvette asked, reaching up and wrapping her fingers around the bars. “How?”
“You really don’t remember?” Quinlyn asked, her eyes narrowing slightly. “Perhaps we should have sent Alinur with her, she may have used to much of that concoction. The pair of you walked onto our vessel yourselves.”
“I think I would remember--” She paused then and froze. She remembered now. Lunia had come and eaten with them in the morning. Little flashes of memories spilled forth. Of her walking with Lunia. Talking, though the words said seemed so faded and jumbled in her head she couldn’t straighten them. Everything seemed so weird and disjointed, as if she was watching the world while it swam around her. “I can kind of remember. What did she do to us?”
“Just made you a bit more open to suggestion,” Quinlyn said quickly. “Having you leave the zmaj on your own was far more subtle than trying to haul you off. Its been three days since you left the island. Do you remember anything?”
Yvette closed her eyes and tried to put the bits and pieces together. She remembered walking a little. She remembered eating. There were women. A lot of other women, talking to her. Lunia was talking to someone. There was yelling. Panic. She couldn’t remember seeing Gervas. She finally shook her head. “I… can’t. It’s all weird. Lunia was upset?”
“The effects of the drug lasted longer than we expected. It seems you’re quite susceptible to mind magic, though your companion seems far stronger at shrugging it off. It makes it quite difficult to measure between to two of you. How do you feel now?”
“I wasn’t seasick.”
“Before? No, I don’t imagine you would have been. You were so out of it that I doubt you would have noticed a piercing wound through your abdomen. We had to forcefully remove it from your system.”
Yvette nodded. At least now she knew why her body ached all over. Though she couldn’t help feeling disturbed at the idea that she had spent the last few days going around doing who knew what. She then paled. “W-wait. What did I do? I-I didn’t do anything too foolish, did I? Oh gosh I must have looked like such an idiot when I was...” She trailed off and then sighed. “Then again, pirates. I doubt you’re surprised. What are you going to make me do?” she asked, slowly sinking down to the ground and trying to stop the frustration and self anger from overwhelming her. She was such an idiot. To think she had actually allowed herself to believe for a moment that there had been someone else like her. Let herself be manipulated by Lunia. She had been so desperate to find someone else like her, that she had let herself be tricked again. Dragged Gervas into yet another one of her messes.
“You’ve managed to remove one leviathan. We need you to deal with another,” the woman said, her voice calm and quiet. “A leviathan has made its home near an island we desperately need to approach. We’d been puzzling out how to get around the creature when you managed to drive off the one at--”
“I didn’t drive it off!” Yvette said, feeling her body beginning to shake with frustration. “I didn’t defeat it! It wasn’t even a leviathan! It was a fake, a spell on a big turtle to make it bigger! If it was a real leviathan, then I’d have died!” she practically yelled, struggling to her frustration and anger under control.
“Be that as it may, you did manage to get rid of it. The captain has expended a lot of time getting her hands on you. You did it once, you’ll need to do it again. Or, at least, distract it.”
Yvette glared up at Quinlyn. “You want me to fight a leviathan. Are you utterly insane?” she asked, unable to keep the bitterness out of her voice. “I’m a journeyman. A master would be lucky to be able to face one of those and live. A whole group of masters would hesitate to face one.”
“Be that as it may, you’re our first lead on the matter and the captain won’t be taking no for an answer.”
“What if I say no? What if I refuse?” Yvette asked. “It’s suic--”
“Then you and your guardian will die,” Quinlyn said calmly.
Yvette froze. “W-what?”
“You will both die. The captain will slit your throats herself.”
“But… but...” She felt herself quivering. Her hand reached down for her dagger but, unsurprisingly, it was gone. She stared up at the larger woman. “I-I can’t. I’m not that strong. I can’t face something like this.”
“Then you will simply die, one way or another.”
The small mage slowly lifted her hands, staring at them. They were going to die. Because of her. How did they make it all the way here, just to die over this? Facing a leviathan. They wanted her to drive it off? It was impossible. Even when she had faced the dragon turtle, or believed she would, there was always the hope she could talk with it, get it to listen to her. But to just try and fight one?
“However, there is no need for both of you to die,” Quinlyn said.
Yvette jumped, looking up. “W-what?” she asked.
“Your guardian. You care for him, do you not? Lunia said that you were quite protective of him. It was why she made sure to grab both of you.”
Her cheeks turned scarlet and she glanced away. “H-he’s my friend. That’s all.” Even if she did want him to be more, if ever there was someone she didn’t want to know that, it was them.
“Then I will give you my word. If you try this, if you attempt, even if you die in the attempt, he will be released. Alive and well.”
“Wait, you will?” she asked, feeling hope blossoming inside her.
“Indeed. He isn’t the one we want. You are.”
“I-I see,” she said, her heart pounding faster. She couldn’t defeat a leviathan. That much was impossible. But if just trying would guarantee that one of them survived, then she knew she could at least do that. She could protect him, like he always protected her. Even if it was her fault that they’d been dragged into this she could fix one of her mistakes. “I’ll do it. But you know there’s no way I can defeat this creature, don’t you? It’s impossible. Leviathans are forces of nature, it would take a miracle to even hurt it.”
“You have performed a miracle once. However, I think you may misunderstand what it is we require of you,” Quinlyn said, kneeling down across from her. “All you need do is delay it, stop it from approaching us. We won’t be on the island for long. Just long enough to get what we need.”
“Basically, act as bait?” she asked, barely containing the anger and spite in her voice. “What if I fail?”
“Then you’ll die. It’s possible your guardian will die, as he will be with us. We may die as well. If you should succeed and survive, however, you will not be harmed. In fact, you will be rewarded for your aid.”
Yvette gave a light snort.
“The captain is quite generous to those who do as she demands,” Quinlyn said, her voice calm and firm. “And judging by what Lunia has told us, your price is easy enough. You desire the tears of a siren, do you not?”
Her heart beat faster and she stared up at the woman intently, her breath stopping. “You… have those?”
“No. But we can take you to the sirens. We know where they reside. While we will not approach them ourselves, we can take you close enough to them. From there, it will be up to you. Though, I would advise you to be careful. Their spell would have quite an effect on you. Your comrade, at least, might be able to resist it for a little.”
Yvette gave a small nod, small drops of hope beginning to blossom inside her. “All I have to do is delay or lure off this creature then. Right?” she asked once more. “That’s everything? Nothing more? Stop it from stopping you? I don’t have to kill it?”
“That is all we require of you,” Quinlyn said, reaching out and placing a hand on her head. “If you are willing to work with us, there is no need for you or your guardian to come to much harm.”
“Gervas. He’s still asleep. When will he wake up?”
“He won’t. Until you perform this task, he’ll sleep. I wouldn’t try to wake him, the spell he is under is quite powerful. It had to be in order to keep him like this.”
“But… you’ll release it, if I succeed?” she asked gently.
“Of course. That is part of the agreement, is it not? Do what we demand, and the two of you can leave the ship and continue on your journey. You have a spell you still need to gather for, correct?”
Yvette cringed. “I… my book. I need it. That’s--”
“Your book, along with everything else, will be returned to you. If you would allow me to give you some advice, however?”
“Yes?”
“Your bag. If you are going to keep everything you have inside it, more importantly, if you’re going to keep your journal inside it, only protected by a rather simple illusion spell, you should enchant it so only you can open it. As it is, it was incredibly easy to go through your things.”
Yvette felt her face get red at those words. She understood that she was their prisoner, but to talk so dismissively about going through her things made her squirm with embarrassment. Even worse, the way she talked about her illusion spell. “It… it wasn’t a simple illusion spell. I-I’ll have you know I--”
“It was incredibly easy to locate once we started looking for anything that could be hidden among your things. So few of your things bear magic. Once we found it, dispelling it was easy.”
Yvette felt her cheeks go even hotter. “I-I wasn’t, I mean. I went for a subtle illusion, since I didn’t expect anyone to go through my things or--”
“Even more so when it’s the only book you have two of in your bag. It helps narrow down what is off.”
Yvette clenched her hands tightly. “D-do you have to talk about my things like… that? They’re still my things! You don’t need to--” The words caught in her mouth when she realized the woman was smiling, her eyes filled with amusement. Her eyes narrowed. “You know, it’s not funny.”
“I disagree.”
“Am I just a joke to you?” she snapped.
“Until you prove to be anything more, yes.”
Yvette froze, unable to come up with a response to that. She then glanced back to Gervas and sighed. She had a feeling those two would get along just fine, if the woman wasn’t a pirate. “And if I die, your word that you’ll let him go? Safe? Unharmed? Back on dry land? How do I know I can trust you?”
Quinlyn froze for a moment, her face going neutral once more. After what felt like an eternity, she spoke up again. “Should you try, and either die or succeed, I will personally ensure that he will be returned to land. Unharmed and safe, or die trying. Of this I--” The last word sent chills down Yvette’s back. Like the words uttered before, she knew instantly what it meant. Vow. Bind. Promise. But it wasn’t just the word.
It was a word that meant a vow. That meant a promise. It could mean nothing more, nor anything less. Yvette could feel that magic coursing through those words. Tickling her skin, rippling through the air as if it was a physical force. Words that anyone could understand, but very few would ever be able to speak.
“Is that acceptable?” the woman asked.
“Yes,” Yvette whispered, staring up at the woman. “That’s magic. I know that’s magic. Those words. That’s true naming magic, isn’t it? I’ve never met someone who can do it. I… I didn’t know it was still practiced.”
Quinlyn stared at her for a long moment, before giving a soft chuckle. “It is quite commonly practiced in some countries, little mage. Though, judging by your bracer, I imagine you fall under the Mage’s Association?”
She gave a small nod. “I… yes. But doesn’t everyone? I thought--”
“The association would like to believe that. But there is plenty of magic types that exists in this world beyond what the association would teach you. True naming magic is thriving in some locations.” She then turned around and started to walk towards the door. “Some food will be brought down to you soon. I’d try to rest while you can. You have a difficult challenge ahead of you.”
Yvette nodded, watching the woman walk away. The lantern was left, at least, allowing her to see faintly. She glanced towards Gervas and slowly walked towards him, kneeling at his side. She reached out and shook his arm. “I… I don’t know if you can hear me. Can you?” she asked softly. “Can you give me a sign, something, to let me know you’re there?”
He didn’t move, his body so still she could almost imagine he was dead. The thought made a knot of despair form in her stomach. She leaned forward, resting her head on his chest. “I’m an idiot...” she whispered. “I drag you into problem after problem. Again and again I put us at risk, for my own selfish wants. I should have listened to you when you didn’t trust Lunia. Maybe you’re right. Maybe… maybe people just can’t be trusted. Maybe mages are bad,” she said with a soft sigh.
“Maybe I’m bad. Maybe I’m just terrible. I just got so excited. I thought I’d meet others like me, I thought I’d not have to feel so alone...” She reached down and gently took his hand, holding it up against her cheek. She gave a soft, sad sigh. “I’m not alone, though. I have you. At least… I will, when you wake up. If you’ll still talk to me. If I survive this, somehow. I have you. I’m not alone. But sometimes it just gets so scary. You know? I wonder sometimes if I am the only one in the world. I finally met someone who was like me, and they barely talked to me. I did nothing but cause more problems for us and almost get us both killed. Caused more pain and misery. Hurt people,” she said gently, her body shaking and tears welling up in her eyes.
“I love you, Gervas. I think. I mean, I really think I do. I’ve never met anyone like you. You accept me. You care about me. You protect me. You listen to me. You call me Yvette. Despite everything I do, despite all of the trouble I cause you, you don’t give up on me. It doesn’t make sense sometimes,” she whispered, the tears flowing down her face to dampen his shirt.
“You were just so… nasty to me when we first met. I hated you. I wanted nothing to do with you, ever. I tried to run away and you came after me and I hated you for it. I wished you were dead. I would have happily accepted these pirates for it. But now? Now you’re there. You have no idea just how much easier you make all this. I’ve been so scared for so long that I would lose everything and be alone and now I’m not. Because if I succeed, if I manage to do this? At least I still have you. At least if everyone else leaves me, I know you won’t.”
Her hands slowly reached up to clutch his shirt, squeezing it tightly. “I want to stay by your side forever. After all of this is done, I want to come with you. I want to be a mercenary or a guardian or whatever it is that you want to do. I don’t want a silly tower or to become some grand master. I want to be there with… with the person who was there and supported me even though it was so hard.” Slowly she lifted her head and stared into his eyes. She leaned forward, just a little closer, to stare at his sleeping face.
She felt the overwhelming urge to kiss him. She gave a light chuckle, thinking about the stories of spells like this she’d heard as a child. Of a kiss awakening the prince. She then gave a soft, delicate sigh and shook her head, pulling back. Even if she wanted to, so desperately, she couldn’t now. It wouldn’t be fair to do it when he had no say in the matter. Instead, she laid her head against his chest and gave a soft sigh. Listening to his heart beat felt incredible. She could smell him, just a little, mixing with the salt air. That slightly spicy smell.
“Why did I have to fall in love with you?” she asked gently. “Is it because you’re here for me? Am I that simple? Would I have fallen in love with anyone who showed me the barest level of respect?” she asked, slowly stroking a finger down his stomach. “Is that it? Will these feelings go away eventually? If we manage to finish this spell, will I stop loving you? Will all of those thoughts fade if I’m done? If I’m accepted? What else is there to love about you?”
She gave a soft sigh and shook her head. “No, that’s not it, is it? You’re more than just nice to me. You’ve protected me. You want to help people. I love that about you. You seem to genuinely care. You’ve put yourself in danger for my sake again and again. Even though you didn’t have to. You’ve argued with people, with friends. Come on this stupid, dangerous trip with me. Helped me learn to take care of myself. You’re clever. You’re strong. You understand the world in a way I just don’t,” she whispered, her hands tugging at his shirt so hard she was a little scared it might tear, but she couldn’t stop. She wished the tears at least would.
She couldn’t hold back a soft sob. “I-I might die. I probably will. But… but you’ll get back to land. Somehow. I don’t… I don’t know if I’ll ever see you again. I don’t know if I’ll ever hear your voice again. But if I do, I’ll tell you. I swear. I’ll tell you I love you. I’ll tell you how you make me feel. I’ll tell you that I couldn’t do this without you.”
She began to shake, unable to keep more soft sobs from tearing out of her throat. “And… and if you can’t love me back, that’s fine. I-I understand. Just… just please don’t leave me. I don’t… I don’t want to be alone again. I don’t want to face the world alone. I-I didn’t think I’d ever have someone like you by my side. I never thought it’d be possible. But now that I have… I can’t. I can’t go back to how things were. I can’t face being alone again. I can’t do things alone anymore. So please. Please. Please don’t leave me. Even if you can’t love me. I… I don’t… I can’t take losing you as a friend. As my support. Please,” she begged, giving another soft sob.
She glanced up once more, staring at his face and hoping for some small sign that he heard her. That he understood her. That, somewhere, behind this magical sleep, he was there. Watching over her.
But there was nothing. She gave a soft, saddened sigh and closed her eyes before laying it on his chest. He’d wake up. Somehow. Even if it took her life, she wouldn’t let him pay for her actions again.
Chapter 7
 
 
 
Yvette stared up at the roof of the small prison, idly tapping on the cot. While she was grateful to not have to go through the torment of being sea sick this time, being trapped alone in the cell was mind numbingly boring.
She knew she would likely die when the time came, that the idea of her fighting a leviathan was laughable. Suicide, even. The idea of never seeing Gervas again made her heart ache. But the longer she waited here, the more she found her thoughts wandering. She could hear talking outside of the room from time to time and on occasion different women would come inside to bring her something to eat. Often something in a bowl.
But she could only think of her impending doom so many times before she found herself going more and more stir crazy. She didn’t know anything about this leviathan, she had no way to prepare. She sat up and closed her eyes, slowly trying to focus her magic out from her body, to feel the world around herself.
Clasping her hands together, she tried to shift their form. Making the fingers lengthen and meld together, fur forming around them. However, try as she might, turning fully into a wolf just wouldn’t happen. While she could make a little fur appear across her body, trying to finish the form  was impossible and she would snap back to herself after a few minutes of unsuccessful attempts.
The amount of magic she could do without her focus was so limited it felt stupid to even try. She’d even attempted to break the spell on Gervas at least a dozen times, having mixed her magic with his. But enchantments like that had never been her forte, she was nowhere near strong enough to affect such a powerful one. And it was more powerful than any she had ever felt, even her teacher might have struggled to break it. It honestly felt a little like overkill.
So instead she focused on what she could do. Trying to transform without her reagents. In the end, her focus allowed her to better wield her magic, but she knew that in theory nearly any spell that could be done with them could be done without them if the mage was strong enough. Although she knew that was likely untrue, as she’d never seen any mage do a powerful spell without a focus of some kind.
She then paused and opened her eyes. Now that she thought about it, she had seen a mage do it without a focus. Quinlyn did it with her words. True naming magic. That was a type of magic that didn’t require a focus of any kind as far as she knew. She racked her brain, trying to remember any reference she could to such magic.
Unfortunately, all she could remember was it being an old, outdated art. Rewriting the rules of the world by altering the words of them at the base level. Sometimes even called the god tongue. Its uses were said to be incredibly limited compared to the magic she used.
She glanced to Gervas and gave a soft sigh. It may have been incredibly limited, but she didn’t imagine it was very outdated. It was incredibly powerful from what she’d seen. She dropped back onto the bed and wracked her brain, trying to remember the words the woman had used. She licked her lips and tried to imitate them.
It felt like trying to catch a waterfall using a knife. The words themselves seemed to drip from her mind, each time she tried to envision it the words changing. Trying to make the words with her voice only made her throat burn. She slowly reached up and rubbed her neck, giving a soft whimper.
True naming magic was definitely not for her. She mentally scolded herself for wasting time. Once again she tried to focus, to wield her magic to shift her form. If she could transform into something smaller, perhaps she could escape. If she could get out of this room and find her bracer, it was possible she might be able to break the spell on Gervas.
A light knock on the wall made her look up, breaking her concentration. She froze in place when she saw Lunia standing by the lantern, a small, nervous smile on her face. “Hey, Yvette. How are you holding up?”
Yvette just narrowed her eyes, her fists clenching. She spoke through gritted teeth, trying to keep the anger controlled. “You tricked us.”
“I didn’t so much trick as not tell you all of the details. Besides, you--”
“What did you do to us? Back on the isle, what did you do?”
Lunia sighed and shook her head. “Siren root, it’s a magical poison that affects the mind. It isn’t supposed to have any lasting--”
“You could have told me everything! I would have--”
“No, you wouldn’t,” Lunia said with a shake of her head. “And your guardian certainly wouldn’t have. Besides, I didn’t have much time. That… Chosen of Hsgrogn? She was on her last possible nerve. The slightest misstep and she’d turn vicious. It was only a matter of time before she did something very, very bad. I had to get you out of there. Unfortunately, since you weren’t going to go anywhere without your guardian, that meant getting both of you out. It wasn’t easy, either. I had to try at least a dozen times before I was able to get it just right. He didn’t make it easy.”
Yvette paused, her mouth falling open. “You… tried to poison us a dozen times? When? How? We only just met.”
Lunia paused and then shook her head. “Just don’t worry about it. It’d take too long to explain. I just want to know that you’re okay.”
“You kidnapped me. You have drugged and rendered my guardian helpless. What part about ANY of this makes you think I’d be okay? They are literally taking me to certain death. They want me to fight a leviathan. A full leviathan. I didn’t beat this giant turtle! All I did was dispel it! It wasn’t a leviathan to begin with!” she yelled, her voice getting louder with every word. “Why would you ever think I could be any definition of the word ‘okay’ with that?”
Lunia cringed with every word, giving a small, weak nod. “Yeah. I uhhh… suspected you might feel something like this. Listen, I--”
“What could you possibly have to say to make any of this okay?”
“I didn’t lie to you. I mean, about everything. There are people like you and we will get you the siren’s tears. Or at least get you to them. I’m sorry you got dragged into this, but it’s better this way. I want to help you.”
“How can you possibly help me?” Yvette asked. “I’m going into the maw of an impossibly powerful beast without any idea how to start. How to handle it. What can you possibly do to make any of that easier?”
Lunia shook her head and then reached inside her robe. She pulled out Yvette’s bracer, holding it up. “This. You’ll need it to cast your magic. More importantly, I’ve gone up against this creature, I can help you prepare.”
Yvette felt her heart do a little leap, her eyes locked on her focus. If she was able to use her magic again, she could escape. She could get out of here. She then glanced towards Gervas and gave a soft sigh. No, there was no way she could possibly leave him behind. While he was unconscious like this, there was no way she could guarantee his safety. Even worse, she had no idea where they were. She held out her hand for the bracer. She felt a small blossom of hope at the idea that, just maybe, she could break the spell on him and get them both away.
“No, it’s not that easy,” Lunia said with a shake of her head. “It was not easy to get permission to let you have this back. It’ll only be when we’re getting you ready. Tell me, how is your hydromancy?”
Yvette blinked a few times. “My hydromancy?”
“Yes. What can you do?”
Her cheeks turned a little red and she felt a small burst of embarrassment. Water magic had never been anywhere near her talent, the same as pyromancy. “My magical talent is in transformation magic, not--”
“So you’ve completely ignored other types of magic? You can at least do the basics, can’t you?”
“Well, I suppose a little, but--”
“Good. Because we’re going to be getting you ready for this. While training, you’ll be allowed to keep your bracer. Otherwise, it stays with me. Understand?”
Yvette nodded, though she felt another small rush of excitement when the other woman moved a hand towards the cell door. If she could charge the woman and grab the bracer, it was possible she could use her magic to overpower her. Then if she could break the spell on--
“I know what you’re thinking,” Lunia said, pulling her hand back. “Don’t. If you try to charge me, even if you get past me, you have an entire crew to deal with. At best, you’ll be beaten to within an inch of your life and not be allowed another chance. At worst, they’ll kill you. The captain takes protection of her crew very, very seriously. Trust me, I know.”
“I trusted you once and look where it got me,” Yvette said, though she let those thoughts of a glorious escape slip away. No, she needed to know more, first. It wasn’t just her life on the line, it was Gervas’.
“It has gotten you a lot more than you might have expected.” The woman put a hand on the bars and then they began to part, forming a doorway for her to walk out from.
Yvette gave one last saddened look towards Gervas before walking through the opening to stand by Lunia. The thought of leaving him behind made her heart ache, but if she wanted any chance to face this creature, she’d need all the help she could get. As much as she hated it, that meant getting help from Lunia despite her betrayal.
“That’s better,” Lunia said with a nod before the bars closed themselves once more. “Come with me, we have a lot of work to do.”
Chapter 8
 
 
 
Yvette sat on her hands and knees, her body soaked all the way through, dripping water in a small pool around her form. Every muscle hurt and her lungs were burning. Small bits of frost hung to her robes and she was too exhausted to deal with them.
Her training with Lunia was turning out to be far rougher than she’d initially expected. Her expertise with water was primarily in manipulating a few gallons or so. The other mage was many, many leagues beyond that. Having dragged Yvette onto the deck, Lunia had pulled the smaller girl off to the back of the ship, where a small, flat section of the vessel was left clear. At first she hadn’t been sure what to expect, but the aquamancer had drawn the water out of the sea, forming a massive square of water that towered over the pair. From there, the training had begun.
While the area was small, Lunia had forcefully demonstrated quite a few techniques and simple spells designed to accelerate her speed and movement while underwater. It was surprising how actually simple they were at first.
Unfortunately, while that part hadn’t taken very long and had been relatively easy, what followed next was not. Casting a spell of any kind while actually underwater was incredibly difficult. Even more so when Lunia insisted that Yvette do it while transformed.
Again and again she was tossed into the large square of water and forced to try and use her magic. Transforming into a shark, her favored underwater form, she found herself unable to cast any of her magic, despite the demands of her teacher. In the end, she felt like she was dying, unable to even stand after the torment she had been subjected to. She spit up a bit more water and whimpered when she felt Lunia put a hand on her shoulder.
“Hey. Yvette? Are you okay?” she asked gently. “Can you breathe?”
Yvette nodded, though she coughed up a bit more water and shook her head. “I-I think. I… s-swallowed s-some water on that last attempt,” she muttered.
“Okay. Once you catch your breath, you’re going back in.”
Yvette gave a soft whimper and nodded, before glancing around. She was getting a few looks from the crew, though most seemed busy with their own work. Any thoughts of escaping had long since left her. She was outnumbered far, far more than she’d initially believed. Two other vessels sailed just behind this one, only slightly smaller. All three appeared to be fully crewed, though she couldn’t imagine how many people that meant made up the full crew. Worse, Lunia didn’t appear to be the only mage they had. She’d seen a few mages on both the other vessels and this one, working some spell to manipulate the weather and waves, ensuring the sails were always full of wind.
They were making incredible time accordingly. At least, she suspected they were. She just wished she knew how long she had until they’d arrive. She glanced back to Lunia. “I don’t think I can do this,” she muttered. “My skills are transformation. I can’t do other magic during it. I--”
“It’s possible. I’ve seen mages who’ve done it before,” Lunia cut her off. “You want to succeed, don’t you?”
Yvette felt annoyance blossoming inside her. “Of course I want to! But I--”
“Then you can’t just give up because it’s hard,” Lunia snapped. “You’re going to find that a lot of things are hard. You can’t just surrender because of that. You need to--”
“It’s not just that it’s hard,” Yvette said quickly, clenching her fists. “I don’t know how! I’m not that strong yet!”
“Well then you--”
“And I’m not just going to become that strong by forcing it!” she said, cutting her off. “That’s not the way this kind of magic works. I’m turning into something without a way to speak or use my focus,” she said quickly, raising her voice to talk over the other girl’s objections. “I’m not even at the point I can partially change my form while already transformed into something. Doing magic, other magic, on top of it? It’s not possible.”
“You’re going to be fighting this thing in the water. I fought it once, it has aquamancy of its own. If you can’t do anything to even control the water around yourself, you’re going to die.”
“I’m probably going to die anyway!” Yvette snapped, feeling the anger bubble inside her already. “It’s-- wait. You told me that before. You’ve gone up against it. How? When? What happened?”
Lunia sighed and then waved her staff towards the cube of water. It quickly began to crumble, spilling the water out and into the sea. “Fine. We’ll let you rest for a little while, but then we go back. I suppose I can tell you all about my experience against the creature,” she said, her voice tinted with annoyance. “Let’s just say I would have died if I wasn’t lucky. I tried attacking it or driving it off from a dozen different angles and spells, but there just wasn’t any...” She closed her eyes and gave another sigh. “There’s not been a… it’s...”
“Yes?”
“It’s powerful. Incredibly powerful. Massive. Larger than this ship, possibly two or three times as large. With massive claws. Just like the legends, it’s full of magic. To the point of near bursting and--”
“How can any of you expect me to go up against that? How can anyone go up against that? How did you go up against it?” Yvette asked, her body starting to shake for reasons other than being cold and wet. She could already envision the massive monster. Being grabbed in its powerful claws, being crushed or torn to pieces. She felt a little nauseous just imagining it. Worse, what if she failed and it then destroyed the ship? A new thought occurred to her and she looked at the other woman. Slowly, her eyes narrowed. “Wait. You attacked it a dozen different times? Why didn’t it destroy the ship?”
Lunia paused, her eyes averting. “I managed to escape, of course. I went out by myself, not with them. I--”
“You’re lying,” Yvette said firmly before walking towards her. “You tried to drive it off that many times? Did you even fight it once?”
“It’s not that, I--”
“Then how are you still alive? If it’s that powerful and deadly, how did you survive? How did this ship survive?”
Lunia sighed and then lifted her right hand. “Yvette? I’m sorry.”
“Wha--” She felt something cold around her ankle and then, a moment later, she was pulled off her feet entirely. She let out a shriek when she felt herself flying through the air, a moment later being dragged into the sea. She flailed wildly, the water filling her nose and mouth, making breathing impossible.
After a few moments, she was tossed out of the water, landing hard on the deck of the ship. She hacked and coughed, trying to spit out all the sea water she had swallowed. She tried to get up, but when her head rose she could see Lunia, kneeling down in front of her with her hands on her knees.
“Let’s make one thing crystal clear her, Yvette,” Lunia said with a soft sigh. “I’m offering you help. I’m more than willing to give it.”
“But--”
“Uh uh. Shush,” Lunia said firmly, shaking her head. “I am offering you help. That’s all you get. The help I offer. You don’t get to keep questioning me. You don’t get to make demands. You don’t get to boss me around or argue.”
Yvette felt her cheeks going redder. “B-but--”
“I don’t want to hurt you, kid,” Lunia said, cutting her off. “But, in the end? Your life, your comfort, means a lot less to me than the people on this ship. Your success means we all succeed. And if we can do that without you dying? All the better. But if you want to keep throwing a fit and arguing with me, I can take you right back into that cell of yours and you can wait until we get there. Or you can take the offer I am giving you and try to increase your chances of success as much as possible.”
The young mage opened her mouth to object, but slowly she lowered her eyes. As frustrated as she felt, she knew the other woman didn’t have to help her. Worse, it would be easy to just let her die, eaten by the leviathan. But the best chance she had of success was with the help of this woman. She had so many questions, but as much as she wanted to demand answers, all it would do was result in her possibly being flung underwater again. Slowly, she nodded. “Okay. I want your help, please,” Yvette said softly.
“Very good! See? When someone is offering you help like this, it’s far more polite to accept it, rather than questioning them like that. Now then. These spells.”
“W-wait,” Yvette said, drawing another glance from the woman. “I wasn’t lying before. I’m not able to cast them while already in another form.”
Lunia gave a soft sigh and crossed her arms. “You don’t have a lot of choice. You won’t be able to keep turning back and forth once you’re underwater. You’ll be torn apart.”
“Then I need to focus on developing what I can do,” Yvette said softly. “You’ve fought this thing, haven’t you? What can you tell me about it?”
“It’s deadly, huge, powerful,” Lunia said. “I’d say just focus on drawing it away and distracted. Don’t try to fight it, that’s just going to get you killed. But if you can keep it distracted long enough, then you’ll be okay. Your forms will be smaller, so use that to your advantage. Go down, closer to the sea floor. It’ll have a harder time maneuvering. It’s pretty cluttered as well, at times.”
Yvette nodded. “Okay. So something fast and small,” she muttered, closing her eyes for a moment. The shark form was her strongest swimming form, but she wasn’t sure it was a good idea to use it down there. It wasn’t power that she required, she needed speed and agility. She needed something durable as well. Her eyes widened and she grinned. “You know, I think I’m going to need to try and make something new. Small, but new.”
Lunia cocked her head to the right. “New? What do you mean, new?”
Yvette felt a new, giddy excitement bubbling inside her. She then glanced to the bracer on her arm, before lightly reaching out with her left hand and tapping it, causing little dots, as well as the scale and flower to appear on it. “I have new tools and some new ideas. I don’t know if I can do it, but I want to try. Besides, if there’s anything that can face down a leviathan, what better than another leviathan? I do have the scale too. That should help.”
Lunia’s eyes widened. “You don’t mean what I think you mean, do you? Is that even possible?”
Yvette nodded, unable to keep an excited smile off her face. While she’d never done it herself, the idea of trying, of developing a magic like this filled her with giddy excitement. “If I can take the form of a dragon turtle, well… even a smaller, weaker one, that’ll have to give me a pretty good chance of survival, right?” she asked, her stomach doing little flips and her excitement building. She’d never imagined herself being capable of such magic, but the more she thought about it, the more it seemed possible.
She could do this. She would do this. It wouldn’t be easy and she didn’t know how long it would last. But there was no better time to try than now.
Chapter 9
 
 
 
Yvette stared out over the sea, her heart hammering inside her chest so hard she was certain it might explode. At the very least, she was certain that the leviathan below the waves could hear it.
Far off in the distance she could see the islands that the leviathan guarded. Or rather, the rocks. They stuck out from the sea like great, jagged teeth. Dozens of them, some just above the surface while others towered high into the heavens. She couldn’t begin to imagine why someone would want to go there. There couldn’t be anything of value in such a dangerous, deadly place. Every time she tried to ask, however, Lunia just told her not to worry about it and focus on the task at hand.
Unfortunately, the task at hand seemed to be her likely death, so focusing on that was not the most pleasing idea. She stared at the water below, narrowing her eyes and trying to will herself to see what lurked beneath the waves. A small part of her hoped the leviathan, like the great turtle she had fought before, would glow and reveal itself.
Another part of her hoped it wouldn’t, that the leviathan had already left, deciding this place was not worth making its den any longer. If she saw any sign of it, if she actually knew how large and powerful it was, could she truly force herself to dive into the water and face it?
She suspected the answer to that was a resounding no. Even now, just looking at the water and knowing, somewhere, there was a massive leviathan waiting, made her want to turn around and flee. Jump off the boat and try to swim away to anywhere but here. She knew that was an impossible task, though. She had no idea where she was. Even if she knew where land was, the chances of her being able to get there before her energy ran out was likely impossible. She could keep a form for a few hours, not the days she’d likely require.
So instead she stood and waited, trying desperately to keep her heart calm and stop herself from running back down to the small prison she had resided in to hide under the cot.
“How are you feeling?” Lunia asked from behind her.
“Like I’m going to throw up,” she whispered, her stomach doing another jump. She glanced down at her bracer for what she imagined had to be the hundredth time. All of the reagents she needed were active. All she had to do was jump into the water below and then shift her form once more. Then it would be time for her to die. “You know I’m not able to do this. I’m going to die.”
“You might succeed. There’s always that slim chance,” Lunia said with a small smile, before reaching out to pat her on the back. “Just think about it. If you do succeed, you’ll be one step closer to getting everything you need for your spell.”
“Or one step closer to being torn apart, horribly maimed and slaughtered,” Yvette muttered, shaking her head. “It’s down there, isn’t it?” she asked gently. “You’ve seen it. Right? What are my chances?” she asked, her stomach doing another flip. A small part of her wondered if maybe the sea sickness was coming back, but she knew that wasn’t true. She was terrified, for good reason. There shouldn’t be any way for her to survive fighting this creature.
“Not good, I’m sorry. If there was another way...” Lunia said gently before shaking her head. “I’m sorry.”
“I wish you were sorry enough to not make me do this,” Yvette said before taking a small step towards the edge of the boat. As much as she hated all of this, though, the more it started to almost feel familiar.
Being forced to do something she didn’t want to do, because other people who were stronger or had more power than her demanded she had to, was something that she was all too familiar with. As much as it made her want to scream and yell, to try and escape, once again it just felt hopeless. She’d done everything she could to give herself every possible advantage, but in the end would it really be enough?
She gave a small, soft prayer to the heavens that Gervas would be okay. She’d never been a religious person, but she hoped whatever divinity was out there and looking down on them would help guide him somewhere safe. After all that he had done for her, she couldn’t bear to imagine his life being over because of her mistakes and needs. She lifted a hand over her heart before she glanced back to Lunia. “Wish me luck?”
“Good luck.”
With that, the mage leaped off the side of the boat.
The cold water enveloped her, slapping across her body like a hand made of ice. The shock made her body tingle and, for a moment, she was disoriented and her body spun around in the water, everything spinning in confusing waves. After a few moments she managed to right herself and swim back up to the surface.
The ship was waiting there besides her, towering over her, a beacon in the open seas.
However, it began to slowly drift away, its sails unfurling and beginning to make its way towards the distant rocks. She took one last deep breath of air before she focused on her new form.
Her magic flowed through the bracer, stroking along the scale of the great dragon turtle. Her form began to shift, her magic altering her body inch by inch. Hardening it, making her body shift and contort, widen and thicken. A thick, armor-like shell forming across her back. Her hands and legs shifted into thick, powerful limbs with webbed claws at the end. It took her a few moments to figure out how to breathe once that shifted. She had lungs in this new form, she could feel the ability to inhale air. But she also didn’t feel the need to. Her body was getting oxygen from somewhere else, though she wasn’t sure how. Still, she raised her head once more above the water, taking in a deep breath of air. It felt so different, her lungs not filling or storing it. Instead, it felt as if she was holding it somewhere inside her body, away from the rest of her. She gave a light shudder and shook her head, trying not to think too much on it. She wasn’t going to suffocate, that was all she needed to know.
Once more she sunk down beneath the water, swimming forward.
Were she human still, she would have gasped. Despite being many times larger than her bear form, there seemed to be no resistance from the water against her. She tore through it with ease, her body moving with precision through the water. Even more amazing was her sight. She could see all around her through the murky water. While from the boat the water had seemed so dark and empty, now she could see that it was full of life. Fish were swimming in all directions, small schools of them moving in unison.
More surprisingly, she could make out the color. While many of her forms that could see in the dark seemed to see things in black and white, this form seemed entirely capable of seeing through the darkness in full color, everything shimmering in a wide spectrum of colors she’d never even seen before. It felt almost like she was seeing a brand new world.
She wished she could show Gervas this. She wondered how many people had taken such a form. How many who were even still alive. She wondered if she was the first person in centuries to have been able to see the world the same way a dragon turtle did.
She shook her head once more, trying to clear the excitement and wonder from her head. She had a job to do. Gervas was depending on her. Up above she could see the ship heading towards the rocks off on the horizon, so far away. She wondered how long until the leviathan would make its appearance. Quickly, she began to swim towards the vessel and, to her surprise, within moments she passed it.
Yvette felt a sudden cold chill go down her back when she looked around, though she still couldn’t see any sign of the great leviathan that she had been warned about. If it was so massive, she imagined it would have had to show itself by now. But she didn’t see any sign of it. She felt a small, giddy glee at the idea that it had, in fact, left. Abandoned the rocks. Perhaps having found something--
She froze in place, whipping her head to the right. She stared through the water, but didn’t see anything. She swore she had seen something moving. A small glint, a movement. But she didn’t see anything in that direction, not even schools of fish. She shook her head and continued towards the rocks.
Yvette would have yelped if she could. Suddenly a powerful current struck her, sending her spinning in a confusing spiral. She quickly steadied herself, scanning the area. But there was nothing there. No current, no sign of what had caused it. Were she human, her heart would have been pounding and she would have been sweating profusely. As it was, her new form didn’t seem to have any effects from her rising fear.
Still, she had no choice. She continued on, swimming towards the rocks. Up above she could see the ship, quickly making its way through the water. She began to lower herself, diving deeper, scanning the waters for any sign of the leviathan. It--
The ship was gone. She craned her head up, but it was gone.
Then a moment later, the water was clear again and the ship was there. Her eyes widened and she wished she could scream. That she could let her fresh horror out in some manner. She looked around and realized that there was movement. Packs of fish were disappearing, only to reappear after a few moments. There was something out here, something she couldn’t see. Circling her. Measuring her. It blended in with the water perfectly, but when it moved and displaced the water, whatever was behind it seemed to disappear.
She felt another current from her right this time. She wished that the sea was fuller, that there were more things that would be blocked from sight. Unfortunately, her wishes were unheeded. Instead, the thing continued to disappear entirely when there was nothing to see behind it. It could come from anywhere, anytime. It was only thanks to the astounding vision of the dragon turtle that she could even see it.
How in the world had Lunia been able to find it?
A moment later she mentally scolded herself. One of those basic water spells. Sensing through water, allowing her to feel what was there by how the water was being moved, not by vision. Such a simple spell. If she could cast it, she’d know exactly where the monster was.
But there was no way she could turn back into a human, cast it, then turn back quickly enough if the creature struck. Fortunately, it did seem that whatever that thing was, it WAS circling her. It seemed far more interested in her than it did the ship, so her task was complete. Now she just needed to not die.
She watched and waited, turning her head slightly so she could see behind her a little. A small school of fish were off behind her and to the right. She waited until they seemed to vanish.
Then she took off like a bolt of lightning, her claws tearing through the water when she dived almost straight down.
She felt the currents of the water shift, but she didn’t dare turn back. While she couldn’t know if the creature was following her, the way the water was now pounding on her back made her suspect it was.
Soon even the dragon turtle’s vision turned dark and gloomy, so little light penetrating the depths that she could only make out little, dark shadows. She could feel the pressure of the water pushing in on her with every movement she made closer to the floor of the sea.
She’d heard about this from her mentor. Some forms couldn’t survive going beyond certain depths. That if she turned into those that could, she had to be certain not to turn back into human. That she’d be crushed by the sheer pressure. Apparently more than a few novice mages had met such fates.
Fortunately, the dragon turtle form didn’t seem at all harmed by the pressure. While she could feel it pressing in on her, it was, at most, a mild pressure. As if she was wrapped in a blanket very loosely.
Finally, she caught sight of what looked like a great wall in the distance. It took her a moment to realize that it was the sea floor. She felt a small sense of relief wash over her. However big the thing behind her was, she could outmaneuver it if she was--
The thoughts were knocked from her head when something struck her back. She was sent hurtling through the water, spinning wildly, her back now aching. While her shell hadn’t cracked, she could still feel pain throughout her body. She tried to steady herself, to regain her positioning.
A second blow struck her, sending her floundering in the other direction. Then a third. A fourth. Yvette pulled her head and limbs into her shell, but it did little, something striking her again and again, knocking her around as if she was a small toy.
Each blow sent her body flying back and forth, making her head ring from the repeated blows. They refused to let up, slamming her over and over before, finally, she hit something so hard she swore she felt her entire body rattle and pain shoot through her. Even though the hits had stopped, her head couldn’t focus and she felt the world spinning wildly around herself. Were she human, she was sure she would have thrown up. As it was, she could feel her mind beginning to fade. She struggled against the darkness that tried to envelop her, pushing her magic out and trying desperately to keep her form stable.
Then one last, final blow struck her and the world disappeared.
Chapter 10
 
 
 
Yvette felt as if her lungs had exploded, though the rest of her didn’t feel much better. She was wet and cold, laying on something hard and spiky. It took her a moment to realize that her eyes were in fact open, it was just so dark she couldn’t see anything. She tried to sit up, but there was something over her body, holding her down. She slowly reached her right hand out touch it.
It was smooth and hard. She let it go before lifting her hand higher to form a small, glowing orb.
Instantly she regretted it.
She was laying down in a very, very small dome of air, surrounded on all sides by water. Over her body was a massive scaled hand, only a single claw of which seemed to be pinning her, having pierced the dome.
It was too late for her now. She was going to die. But she at least wanted to see what would kill her. Slowly, the light began to glow brighter, flowing up into the water.
The leviathan was the size of a mountain, its body towering up so far into the water she couldn’t make it out even with the light. However, its neck slowly began to descend, lowering its head to look at her.
She felt a small whimper try to rise up in her throat, but dying before it could make it outside. A head that was bigger than most houses lowered, a single eye many times her size turning to look down at her. She felt another cold chill flow through her when the beautiful ruby-like eye stared back at her.
Yvette tried to think of something to say, anything to say. But she couldn’t. What could she possibly say to something so massive and powerful?
It was then that she realized she wasn’t just pinned. She was being protected. The water around her was being held back by the magic of the leviathan. It was only thanks to that creature’s magic that she was still alive. She was on the floor of the sea.
The ground was covered in strange rocks, rough and craggy. She imagined some of them were what was poking into her back. Still, the sea appeared almost empty now. She couldn’t see any fish or animals down here. She imagined the leviathan had frightened them off.
Suddenly a sound tore through her head, so loud and powerful it threatened to split her skull. She let out a pained scream, covering her ears and trying to drown it out. Fortunately, it only lasted a moment, but the pain continued to echo through her brain. Yvette laid there, panting from the pain. Then, a moment later, it started again. Not quite as loud, but still so powerful. She screamed again, writhing in agony, clutching her skull and trying to will the pain to stop.
“P-please!” she pleaded. “N-no more! I’m sorry! If you’re going to kill me, just, just please do it!” she yelled, tears flowing down her face.
For a long moment there was silence. Finally, there was once more a voice. Loud, but only so loud as someone screaming into her ear. ‘YOU SPEAK THIS TONGUE?’
Yvette cringed again, whimpering and staring up at the leviathan. “Yes. Yes I do,” she said, not removing her hands from her ears. She couldn’t believe it. Why was it speaking to her? “Are you talking to me?”
There was silence for a long moment before once more the voice spoke again. This time it was far softer even than the last. Powerful and loud enough it could have easily been heard even in a crowded room, but it no longer hurt. ‘Yes, lesser creature. You come bearing the scale and form of my brethren. Why?’
Yvette slowly pulled her hands from her ears, staring up at the creature before her eyes fell down onto her bracer. The scale of the dragon turtle could still be seen, the shape seemingly etched into the focus. She then slowly looked up at the creature towering over her. Instantly her mind came up with excuses.
She could say it was a gift, that the dragon turtle had given it to her after passing the trials. That she was friends with it. After all, if it was this creature’s brethren, then perhaps that would make it show mercy on her? However, the longer she stared up at those red eyes, the more she felt that lying would be a very, very stupid idea. This creature was larger than her to the point of absurdity. On top of that, it was likely centuries older than her. For all she knew it dated all the way back to when magic first entered their world. Possibly older if some of the myths she’d heard were true.
For all she knew, right now it was reading her mind, judging her. It might even kill her regardless of how she answered. It had let her live until now, but if it was curious, what were a few minutes of waiting to sate its curiosity? All she could do was tell the truth and hope it would show mercy.
“I was ordered to distract you,” she said softly. “The… the rocks above. Or I guess… off in the distance?” she offered, glancing to the right where she thought they were. For all she knew, she was looking in the wrong direction.
All there was was a perfect darkness. Her light only illuminated a little around her and the massive creature. Aside from that, it was as if nothing else existed. No fish, no sky, nothing. Just her, the rock beneath her and the leviathan. The thought sent another chill down her spine. “They desired something from it. I was to distract you until they got what they desired and then left. That form seemed like the one most capable of surviving,” she said, trying her hardest to not sound as terrified as she felt.
Slowly, the claw was lifted from her body, pulling into the water. Not that it helped much. The dome around her was only a foot or so away and she dare not touch it. As deep as she was right now she didn’t want to imagine the pressure out there. If the dome closed, she wondered if she’d die instantly or would it be a slow, painful death? Her master had never told her just what it was like to be crushed to death this deep underwater.
The leviathan wasn’t speaking, though, so she hoped it wasn’t getting--
‘You would be crushed near instantly, creature. Your body is not capable of withstanding these depths.’
Yvette froze, staring up at it. How had it known she was thinking-- horror filled her when her fear was fully realized. It could read her mind. She felt more thankful than ever that she hadn’t lied.
‘Indeed.’ Loud, powerful laughter made her shriek, covering her ears for a moment before it stopped. After a few more moments the voice entered her head again. It was softer, almost gentle. ‘You are correct. To one such as I, sating my curiosity is worth the paltry amount of time it takes to await your awakening. Dealing with those invaders of my territory, well, that will take but a moment once I have finished with you.’
Yvette felt her mouth go dry. Dealing with the invaders? That meant the ship. It meant Gervas. She started to sit up, only to stop a few inches from the water and then lay back down. She felt hopelessness wash over her. There was nothing she could do to stop this. Nothing she could do to delay this creature unless it wanted to be. She felt fresh tears forming in her eyes. “Please. They’re not… if you wish to kill something, kill me. But please don’t hurt them. Gervas is--”
‘Your lesser species is but a minor annoyance. A thousand of you forming but a single thread on the tapestry of fate. Your language crude and simple. Your magic blunt and weak. Your lives short and wasteful. Why would I spare you any more than I would spare the fish I feast on?’
Yvette gulped softly and closed her eyes. Maybe if she took her time and delayed the leviathan long enough, they could get away. If she just drew out the story until they could finish and get away, they might have a chance of-- Her thoughts were ruined by light laughter. Her cheeks turned red when she realized her plan wouldn’t work, it could read her mind. Even if she came up with one, it wouldn’t do anything because it would know.
‘Oh, but this is amusing little lesser being. Does it truly give you hope, knowing you will die but their minor, insignificant lives will be spared?’
“Yes,” Yvette said softly. To be honest, she didn’t really care if any of them survived except Gervas. As terrible as it was, the others had forced her to be here. If she had been back on Cragtooth Isle she would have at least had a chance for both of them to get away. Maybe. If the merfolk eventually came before the zmaj decided to kill her for everything.
‘Very well, then. Tell me. How is it you came across this scale? Why is it that my brethren would allow you to have such a treasure?’
Yvette took a long, slow breath. She then paused and glanced around. She could still breathe. Even though the dome she was in couldn’t possibly hold enough air for more than a few minutes, she didn’t feel as if she was suffocating at all. She could breathe with ease. She wondered what strange, powerful magic the creature was using to allow such a thing. Could she learn such a spell? She supposed there wasn’t much point, though. She’d be dead soon. Worse, she was allowing herself to get distracted again. Fortunately for her, the leviathan didn’t seem to mind that her mind kept wandering.
‘It is oddly amusing. You lesser being have such strange, erratic minds. Almost complex enough to have actual thoughts, but unable to fully cling to them.’
Her cheeks burned but she tried to not become too offended by the response. The last thing she needed was to infuriate the leviathan so it killed her early. She took one more slow, deep thought. “I… suppose it all started when I began my journey. Or when I met Gervas? No. I think it started even before that. When I learned about spells that could change my true form. Even though I knew it was almost suicide, I had to try. I was lucky, though. Gervas was there with me. Or he was, eventually. So I guess… well...” She glanced down at the bracer before giving a sigh. “I guess it all started with why I needed the scale to begin with...”
 
------ 
 
“So when I came to, one of the scales had embedded inside my stomach. They managed to pull it out and since we were the ones who stopped this monster, it had to be counted as a gift from the dragon turtle. That’s why I have it.”
There was a long, long moment of silence. She stared up at the massive mountain of a creature and waited. It was so still she could have almost believed it was sleeping, if not for the glowing of its red eyes. There was an odd sense of danger about it, as if at any moment it might move and destroy everything. The waters around them were still empty, no fish daring to come near the massive creature. Though a small part of her wondered if it was just that nothing could survive here, so deep under the waves. But if fish couldn’t, she wondered how it was that they slept. Did they just float through the waters themselves? Or perhaps fish didn’t sleep at all, maybe they were just awake forever. That thought made her shudder.
Finally, the leviathan shifted, its claws moving towards her. Yvette shrieked and closed her eyes, lifting her arms as if they could possibly protect her from such an impossible force. The light above disappeared, covering them both in darkness.
This was it, this was the end. She heard the light splash of water when the claws pierced it, waiting for the pain and inevitable end.
Instead, she felt a pair of claws, the tips only, cutting slightly into her right arm and gripping the bracer. With a single tug, that lifted her for a moment and felt as if it would almost tear off her arm, the bracer was torn off and away. She let out a shriek, looking around in the pitch black darkness, afraid to move too much for fear of being removed from the dome.
After a few moments, the voice spoke up in her head once more. ‘So then, small creature. It seems you are fortunate indeed.’
Yvette stared into the darkness. “W-what?”
‘I will grant you mercy.’
“W-what? Why? You will? Really? Just like that?” she asked, unable to keep the excitement out of her voice. “Oh, tha--”
‘For a price.’
She froze in place, her eyes widening. She mentally prayed that it would not be the ship. She couldn’t give up Gervas. If the choice was his life or hers, she couldn’t make that choice.
‘No, nothing so valueless. The dragon turtle you spoke of. It has been long, long gone. Where it is, I do not know. But you have brought me a remnant of it, and for that, I am grateful. Even more so, you have something else. The flower of a dryad. Such things are rare, especially within the deep. Those are my fees.’
Yvette stared up into the darkness. That was it? That was all she had to do? Give up those and--
A moment later the thoughts shattered. If the dragon turtle was long gone, then there might not be another one. She’d nearly died for that scale. What if she could never find another one?
Wait, no, that was silly. There had to be other scales. The chamber where they had fought the great turtle. The others were still there, deep underwater. All she had to do was go beneath the waves there to find--
Another horrifying thought filled her. Without the scale, she couldn’t turn into a dragon turtle. She didn’t have any form that could go that deep. The flower from the dryad was easy enough to replace, all she had to do was get another from the necklace. But the scale she couldn’t. What if there weren’t anymore? What if she couldn’t even get back to the island to recover one? What if the zmaj found a way to get them first and they were gone by the time she could?
Giving up the scale now could be giving up on the spell entirely. Could mean giving up on herself. To have come so far and then lose the chance now made her feel physically ill. Panic quickly began to set in and she found herself unable to respond. She struggled to think of anything else she could give in response, anything else she had of value to such a creature. Could she get the pirates to take her back to the island even if she--
‘Enough. Cease. It is like watching a hatchling try to understand what to do with a freshly caught meal when they are already full.’ There was a light splash and then she felt something wet drop onto her stomach. ‘I have seen into your mind, creature. I now know where the others are. I will retrieve them myself. However, the flower. That I demand.’
Yvette stared up into the darkness. She could barely believe such a mercy was being granted, her heart soaring. She slowly slid the bracer on and took a small moment to begin the ritual. In such a cold, isolated area she found it oddly easy to focus on the ritual, soon the small flower rising up and out from the bracer. She held the delicate flower in her hand, staring at it for a moment.
She could barely believe that nearly dying to those trolls had managed to do something so wonderful for her. She’d been a little disappointed that she hadn’t been able to find a use for the flowers to help her gain that new form, but now it was actually saving her life.
‘Oh young, foolish lesser being. You know not the gift you have been granted,’ the voice said into her mind, its voice filled with condescension.
Her cheeks burned and she slowly placed the flower on the ground. “I-I’m sorry. I appreciate you showing me such mercy, I--”
‘No. Not that. You are an insect. But the gift of a dryad is a rare and valuable thing. Your life is likely far, far too short to realize the treasure you have been granted.’
Yvette nodded and slowly a light formed on her bracer once more, bathing them in its glow.
She froze in place, her eyes wide when she realized the dome was slowly shrinking.
‘I have given you the gift of not killing you myself, creature. You have until the sun sets to return to your ship. You will be happy to know, however, that they have already left. I do wonder if you’ll be able to find them,’ the voice said once more, filled with amusement.
Yvette gave an undignified squeak. She quickly formed the symbols on the bracer, willing the light to disappear. She closed her eyes, trying to ignore the fact that the water was coming ever closer. That chances were the moment it shrunk entirely, she’d be crushed.
Instead, she focused on the form of the dragon turtle. Willing her body to shift. Focusing on the tough, impossibly durable body that could withstand this harsh environment.
The cold water crashed in on her but, while her form wasn’t fully shifted yet, it seemed that the sea turtle’s durability had enveloped her. That, or the leviathan had shown her some mercy despite its words. A moment later there was a light, soft laughter. ‘I see you have managed to take that form yet again. A shame, it would have been faster to just take the scale from your body than to go to that island.’
Yvette let out a sigh, feeling relief wash over her. This form could just barely see out through the darkness, making out occasional shapes. The massive, towering leviathan was one. When she rose up, she could make out a very, very small circle of air, holding what she imagined was the dryad’s flower.
Another strange thought entered her mind and, before she could stop herself, it seemed to come out. What was this Leviathan’s name?
As if in response, it seemed to disappear entirely, the flower disappearing with it.
She felt guilt flood her. Was thinking that rude? Was--
‘It is the domain of lesser creatures to attach so much to something as simple as a name. But those under my command have often called me Oindraideor.’
Yvette tried to think that name, but even having just heard it, she couldn’t begin to try pronouncing it. There was more amused chuckling from the creature.
‘So near intelligent, so close. Yet in the last moments it merely slips through your soft fingers. Amusing, if nothing else.’
If her new form could blush, she was certain she would have. Instead, she started to swim up. Or, at least, she assumed it was up. It felt like it was up. She couldn’t help but admire how powerful this body was. The depths she was in she was certain would have crushed anything else she could turn into. She gave another mental thank you to the dragon turtle. Even if it hadn’t intended for her to end up with the scale, it was thanks to it that she was able to have this form at all. She’d have certainly died if she’d had to come so deep in any--
Her swimming faltered for a moment. Had she died? When she had awoken, everything had hurt and ached. She’d lost consciousness and assumed that the leviathan had saved her, encasing her in that bubble of air before she’d died. But what if it hadn’t? What if she had actually died? What if all of that pain had been because she had been smashed by its claws then crushed by the sea’s depths?
She felt another chill go down her spine and tried swimming faster, sailing up and up while her claws tore through the water. Finally, she could see light above. The shadows giving way to brilliant, colorful sea life.
She’d done it. Now all she had to do was find the ship. She pulled herself up to the waters surface, her head popping out and looking around. Off in the distance she could see the rocks that marked the leviathan’s home.
But the ship was gone.
Chapter 11
 
 
 
How long had she been swimming? It felt like days.  Sadly she suspected it hadn’t actually been very long. As a dragon turtle it had been easy and she had started to search in all directions for the ship, looking for some sign of its passing.
But they were at sea, there was no way for her to find any tracks. At least, if there was a method, she certainly didn’t know it. This form never seemed to tire. Instead it moved with a simple ease, going through the waters with enough stamina that she was certain she could have swam for days.
And perhaps she could have if she could have maintained the form for days. Unfortunately, try as she might to keep it going, eventually the magic keeping her form stable faded and she was left bobbing along in the water, without a ship in sight. She couldn’t see the rocks, either. All she could see was water in all directions.
She realized the moment her spell ended that she had underestimated the sea drastically. It was cold. Colder than she’d ever imagined possible. So cold it made her feel like her body was wrapped in ice. Worse, the waters that had appeared so incredibly calm before now felt harsh and wild, requiring all of her energy just to keep her head above water to breathe. Yvette couldn’t believe it. How long was she under there? How long had they waited before leaving her behind? Had they waited at all? Was she destined to die here, drowning at sea because she had no ship?
She wondered if they were even looking for her, were they--
Once more, she felt like an idiot. Still, she mentally thanked the stars that she had been an idiot before, rather than being a complete one now. She slowly lifted her hands, shakily pulling the ring off. She didn’t know if the others would be looking for her, but she knew she at least had to hope they would be. As much as she wanted to hide herself from the Mage’s Association, she couldn’t last much longer like this.
With shaky fingers she slid the ring inside her soaking robe, wishing that the clothing could offer a bit more warmth. Now all it seemed to be doing was weighing her down. A part of her considered tossing it off and letting it drift down into the water. Would it help?
It might save her a few more minutes, maybe. But the idea of tossing it off, of losing something so important to her made her want to scream. Besides, expending the energy required to take it off, with it clinging to her body like it was, seemed like a terrible idea.
Someone was coming. Someone had to be coming. She repeated those words, trying desperately to keep herself above water, to get as much air as she could into her lungs. Panic was slowly beginning to take hold, but she tried to push it away. To focus on keeping herself afloat. The longer she stayed, the more time they’d have to rescue her.
If they were even trying. If they hadn’t just taken whatever it was they desired and then left her to die, eaten by the leviathan. The smart thing would have been to leave her there. They had no way of knowing if she even had stopped the leviathan. For all they knew, it was coming after them. Running away as fast as possible was the smartest thing they could do.
She was going to die. She wasn’t going to make it. She couldn’t keep doing this.
She dipped under the water again, the water pushing her under for a moment and panic set in. She flailed her hands wildly, struggling desperately to get above the surface once more. It was so cold. She was so tired. It took everything she had to keep going. But every time she started to flounder, water would flow up her nose and mouth, making her come up, spitting water, only to fall back under again.
She screamed in her mind, flailing her hands wildly when she fell back under. She was desperate to find something, anything to hold onto. It only seemed to be getting colder, her legs going numb. Once again she drifted beneath the surface and had to try and fight her way back. Coughing and sputtering, she broke the surface once more. Except, this time, she didn’t go back down. As cold and tired as she was, it took her a few moments to realize she was rising. A few more moments to realize she was standing ON something now.
Her body was lifted almost entirely into the air and she let out a shriek, her hands reaching, trying to grab onto whatever it was holding her up. Only for her to realize it was growing. Worse, it was making it colder. A big block of ice had formed underneath her, now growing bigger even while it slowly rocked from side to side. She shook helplessly. But she wasn’t drowning, so she could at least thank the heavens for that. As cold as the water had been, though, it was nowhere near cold enough for ice. She numbly stared at it, not sure how such a miracle had happened.
It began to bob more heavily and she realized she could hear someone yelling. Slowly, she turned back out to sea and, to her eternal thankfulness, she saw the boat.
They’d come for her.
She was going to live. Yvette collapsed onto the floating ice, laying against its chilled surface and giving a small, giddy laugh. She swore she had to be the luckiest woman in the world sometimes. If not that, she was at least in the top five.
Then again, she supposed if she had been a bit luckier, absolutely none of this would have ever happened and she wouldn’t have to be risking her life in the first place. So maybe it was just her luck breaking even.
Yvette closed her eyes, letting the cold wash over her while she inhaled deep breaths. She repeated the words over and over in her mind as the darkness enveloped her. She was going to live. She was going to live.
Chapter 12
 
 
 
Yvette was woken by laughter. She didn’t know why she was sleeping, though. She didn’t remember laying down.
Everything hit her in a flash, making her shriek and sit up. She’d been floating on ice, but the ship had been coming closer. She looked around for a moment, before realizing she was laying on the deck of the Siren’s Call. She felt incredibly cold, but she was at least dry. She was still wearing her clothes, though. How long had she been laying here?
It took her a moment to realize she hadn’t been dried off, the water had been drained off of her and was now hovering up in the air, a little remaining moisture flowing out from her boots. After a moment it was tossed overboard. Lunia was standing over her, her hands guiding the water off of the ship.
There was a lot of laughter. So much laughing.
“Like a proper mage, eh?” a voice rang out. “Moment the job is done, you decide to take a nap?”
Yvette shook her head, trying to clear it. How long had she been out? A few minutes? Her body felt cold as ice and she couldn’t stop shaking. “W-what?” she asked, finally narrowing down the source of the voice.
Jade was standing behind her. The captain had her arms crossed and was looking down at her with a look of amusement. “You almost got yourself killed out there, you know.”
“S-sorry,” Yvette said sheepishly. “I didn’t mean to. It happens a lot though.”
“I take it the leviathan is good and dealt with, if you’re up here and still alive.”
“S-so long as we get out of here n-now,” she said, unable to keep her teeth from chattering. To Yvette’s surprise, Jade leaned down and pulled off her coat, only to toss it over the mage.
“Well, that’s our intention. You did good. Here I figured you’d have died at least a dozen times by now.”
Yvette nodded, glancing around the deck. It took her a few moments to realize that there were crates and chests stacked across it, which were slowly being dragged below deck. She stared for a long, long moment. Finally, she spoke up. “You got what you needed?” Despite the fact the coat seemed so thin, she could already feel the heat from it beginning to warm her body. She wondered if there was an enchantment on it, though she was too tired and cold to check. At the very least, she stopped shaking.
“A bit of a rush job, but yes. Everything we needed. Was as good as could be expected,” Jade said, though Yvette swore that the woman’s smile faded just a bit. “Just lay there for a bit until you’re warmer. After hauling you out of the sea, you don’t want to die of cold, now do you?”
Yvette nodded, slowly reaching up to pull the coat tighter around herself. “I wasn’t kidding,” she said softly. “The leviathan gave us until sun down. If we’re still nearby then--”
“We’re already moving,” Jade said firmly.
Lunia stopped for a moment, glancing back at the pair from the edge of the boat. She met Yvette’s eyes for a moment, giving an apologetic look before turning to walk away.
“Now, I’m not one to pry into other people’s business,” Jade said calmly. “You definitely made the right move taking it off when you did. But you may wanna put your ring back on.”
Yvette stared at the other woman for a few moments. Then her eyes went wide. “W-wait, you knew? You knew the ring was--”
“Of course I knew,” Jade said with a shake of her head. “Do you think I would have let you keep it, otherwise? But when a fallen mage wears something like that, I’m smart enough to know there’s probably a reason and the last thing I want is to get caught up in whatever stupidity you idiots got yourself caught up in. I only get caught up in my own stupidity,” she said with a casual smile.
“Oh. Right. I… right,” she said before reaching into her robes. For a few seconds she felt panic start to fill her when she realized she couldn’t feel it, only to relax after a few more moments when her fingers wrapped around the metal buried in the very corner of the pocket. To her surprise, it still felt warm, despite the freezing water. She slid it on with a soft sigh. “Thank you for looking for me.”
“Wasn’t me,” Jade said firmly. “Lunia was the one who kept pushing us to. You owe her your thanks.”
Yvette was silent for a moment, her eyes lowered to the deck. She pulled the coat a little tighter around herself. She wondered what Gervas would have said if he was here. He’d probably suspect the woman was plotting something. Or was the fact she was neither a mage nor a noble cause for him to trust her unconditionally? She really wished she could understand the way his mind worked sometimes.
She was alive, though, so she could at least be thankful for that. “You could have left me to die,” she said gently. “You didn’t have to search for me or come back.”
Jade was silent for a moment before shaking her head. “We’re taking you to get your little tear, mage. But I’d like to make you an offer.” The captain knelt down besides her, reaching out to grip Yvette’s chin and forcing her to look her in the eye. “You’re a fallen mage. You don’t have anywhere else to go, do you?”
“No.”
“Good. If you succeed in your little quest, come look for the sirens. We’ll have work for you.”
Yvette’s eyes widened and she stared. “W-what? But--”
“You’re not the only one like you. More than a few sirens are in a similar position, but they don’t quite have the ability to use magic like you do. Besides, having a mage that can survive a visit with a leviathan around might be useful.”
Yvette felt her heart pounding faster. She couldn’t believe her ears. “Y-you mean, Lunia wasn’t lying to me? There are other people who are… are stuck? Like this? I mean, who’s bodies aren’t… who aren’t completely, I mean--”
“Not real good with words, are you?” Jade asked with a light chuckle before giving a nod and letting her chin go. “No, she told you the truth. Though, don’t you dare ever tell anyone. Every siren is woman, one way or another. Some just happen to be a little different is all,” she said with a dismissive wave of her hand. “If you can fix that? Perfect. Then we’ll put you to work on it. If you get yourself killed, they’re no worse off than they were before. Just don’t go spreading the word about this. I don’t want members of my crew getting their hopes up over nothing.”
Yvette nodded, though her heart was pounding. To think, there really were others like her out there. “I-I will. Once I find out how, I’ll help anyone I can who needs it,” she whispered gently. “Who in--” Before she could finish the sentence, Jade placed a finger to her lips to silence her.
“No. I’m not telling you who any of them are. That’s their business, not yours. As long as they serve the will of their captain, then that doesn’t matter. Understand?”
She stared at the other woman before giving a slow nod. She desperately wanted to know more, though. It took all she had to not scream and beg for her to tell her who else was like her. She couldn’t believe she was on a ship filled with who knew how many people who were like her. A handful? A dozen? What if there was only one or two? She couldn’t believe she was so near others like her and yet she didn’t know who they were. She had so many questions she was longing to ask, so many ideas and thoughts she wanted to get out.
But she couldn’t. She stared into Jade’s eyes and then lowered her own gaze. As desperately as she wanted to know, to meet more people like herself, she couldn’t force it out of them. After all the times she herself had been called out and told what she was doing was wrong, or treated as if she was different just because her body wasn’t made right, the last thing she wanted to do was make someone else feel that way.
It didn’t make the desire fade, though. It took her a few moments to realize the captain had gotten to her feet and was walking away. “Huh? Err, Captain Jade?” Yvette asked softly.
“What is it, mage?” Jade asked, glancing back.
“Your coat? I--”
“Keep it for now. Until you warm up. You’ll be going back into your cell soon, want you nice and warm before we lock you back up.”
Yvette’s stomach dropped. “What? But I--”
“Well, if we’re going to wake up your guardian, we can hardly have both of you running around, now can we?” she asked. “I’ll come talk with you both soon. Give you a few minutes to catch up.”
The mage’s eyes went wide and she felt her heart beat faster. She tried to stand, but her legs felt so weak all she managed to do was stumble forward a few inches. It took her a moment before she spoke up, though. “He’s waking up? You’re going to wake him up?” she asked.
“Yes. So once you’re warm enough you--”
“I’m warm enough!” Yvette said, unable to keep the excitement out of her voice. The captain merely laughed and gave a nod.
“Very well. Then let’s get you back down there, shall we?”
 
------ 
 
Yvette held her breath, staring at the sleeping face of her guardian. She barely resisted the urge to scream for him to wake up. She trembled lightly, kneeling on the floor besides him.
He was going to wake up. He was going to see her again. She was going to see him again. Despite everything, she hadn’t died. They were going to be together once more. Her heart felt like it was pounding so hard in her chest it might explode, but she tried to ignore it. She tried to focus on him, on her guardian before her.
Gervas let out a soft groan and she barely resisted lunging forward to hug him. He still didn’t wake up, though. “Wake up,” she said gently. “Please, Gervas. Wake up. They said you’d wake up. Please,” she pleaded.
Her guardian didn’t move aside from a light twitch. She swore she saw his eyes flutter a little, but they didn’t open. She let out a light whimper. “Just wake up, please. Please wake up. I’m sorry I’m so much trouble for you. I’m sorry I keep dragging you into these things. I’m sorry I make mistake after mistake and I don’t really know how to make up for them. But please, please wake up. I need you.”
“I am awake,” Gervas whispered, his eyes slowly opening a crack. “Are we alone?” He looked towards her, not moving his head.
She gave a nod, her breath stopped. She just stared at him, while he seemed to be examining their surroundings. Finally, he sat up.
“When you wake up somewhere you don’t know, it’s a good idea to not move until you’ve had a chance to examine what’s around you,” he said softly. “Pretending to sleep a little longer might one day save your li--” His words were cut off when she lunged forward and hugged him, resting her head against his chest. “Yvette? What are you--”
“I’m sorry! I’m so sorry I just n-never thought I’d be able to talk to you again!” she said, tears beginning to flow down her face while her whole body shook. She gripped the back of his tunic as hard as she could, wishing she could pull him even closer than she already was. She’d been so close to losing him forever. Never hearing his words, never talking to him, never arguing with him. Never having his support. Her heart hurt even more at the thought.
He slowly reached up and pat her on the back. “I’m sorry,” he said gently. “I can see you’re upset. But I need to know where we are. We’re on a ship, aren’t we?” he asked, his voice going low. “And I can tell a prison when I see it. You’re not sea sick though, are you?”
“No, the first mate took care of it before I came down here. Without my bracer I can’t do the spell anyway. Just… it’s okay. It’s going to be okay, I promise. I’ve taken care of everything. It--”
“That doesn’t inspire confidence, Yvette,” Gervas said firmly. “I need to know what’s going on. Tell me. Where are we? Where are the zmaj? Did the Mage’s Association find us?”
Yvette gave a soft sigh and slowly pulled back, staring up at him. Despite having only just woke up, his face was already set in a firm, somewhat calm glare. She wondered what thoughts were going through his head. Was he already planning on ways to escape? What insanity was he already coming up with, what plans to get them out of this situation? Would he be mad that she assisted them? Would he accept that they were going to be okay? She felt a knot of worry forming in her stomach.
If she told him how she felt, would he accept it? Would he be able to love her back? Could he love her back? What if she only caused more stress and worry for him? She chewed on her lower lip for a moment, trying to think of what to say to him. Finally, she spoke up. “Pirates. Lunia was a pirate, she drugged us and took us aboard. Her crew are called the Sirens and they--”
“What?!” Gervas almost yelled, his eyes going wide with alarm. “The Sirens? We’re on one of their vessels? You don’t mean--”
“Captain Jade runs this ship,” she said firmly. “As long as I do what she says, she’s agreed to not kill us and get us to our destination.”
Gervas’ hands reaching out to grip her shoulders and pushing her out, away from him. “What?” he asked, his tone having turned incredibly angry. “Yvette, what have you done?”
“I just did a small task for her,” she said quickly. “In return she said she’d take us to the sirens, actual sirens, to get their tear and--”
“And you believed her? What is wrong with you? Yvette, they’re pirates. You can’t trust them. What did you do? Please, tell me you didn’t kill anyone.”
She tried to pull back, but he refused to let her. She couldn’t help feeling hurt at his accusation. “Gervas, I’d never do something like that!” she said firmly. However, the way he was looking at her told her all she needed to know. He didn’t believe her. She felt her cheeks burning. “Gervas. I would never, ever kill someone like that. I’m not a monster,” she snapped. “I’m a...” She trailed off. “Well, it doesn’t matter what I am. But please,” she said softly, feeling her frustration growing. “I wouldn’t kill over this.”
“If they offered to give you something to help you on your path, would you? I’ve seen you willing to die for this. Why wouldn’t you kill?” he asked, his tone going harsh.
“Because I wouldn’t!” she snapped, her heart beat getting faster and barely resisting the urge to slap him. Not that she thought she could with him holding her arms like that. “I would never hurt someone else like--”
“Why not?” he asked. “Mages do it all the time, for smaller things. Why--”
“Because I’m not that kind of mage!” she yelled, her body shaking. “Because that’s not the kind of mage I can EVER be! Just because other mages, no, just because other PEOPLE are willing to kill for that doesn’t mean--”
“You’ve killed before,” he said, his voice cold.
“So have you,” she snapped, feeling fresh, angry tears well up in her eyes. Was this really how he saw her? She stared up at him and then went slightly limp. After a few moments she spoke up. “Is this really how you see me? Is that what you think of me?” she asked gently, unable to keep the pain out of her voice. “Do you think I’d just… that I’d kill like that? Do you think I’d ever murder someone in order to get this form? To get MY form? To get my body right?”
He stared at her for a few long moments before sighing. Slowly, his grip loosened on her and he shook his head. “No. I really don’t. There are plenty of mages who would without a moment’s hesitation. But I don’t think you’re one of them.”
She smiled up at him, feeling his hands dropping from her arms. “Thank you. And I would die for this, if I had to. I probably will, if the last year is any indication. I almost died for this. But I wouldn’t kill people like that. Just...” She shuddered, remembering the first time she’d killed. Plunging the knife into his body. The feeling of blood on her skin. Just the thought made her feel nauseous. “I don’t want to kill. If our lives hadn’t been on the line, I wouldn’t have. But I didn’t have a choice. It was him or us. I just...”
Slowly her reached up and grabbed her once more, pulling her into a hug. “I’m sorry,” he whispered. “I shouldn’t have said that.”
“Please don’t do that. Don’t say that about me. It hurts. A lot. I try really hard, you know? I want to be someone you can be proud of,” she whispered, slowly wrapping her arms around him. “I want to be someone you can...” Someone he could love. Someone he could want. She tried to get the words out, but they refused to make it the rest of the way out of her throat.
“Yvette, I am proud of you. I, more than anyone, know how hard you’re working. I shouldn’t have said those things and I am sorry.”
She nodded, closing her eyes and feeling his warmth around her. It made her want to melt, to just hold him forever. She felt so safe when he held her like this. She could almost forget all the troubles, all the dangers they had to face now. So long as they were together.
“What did they make you do?” he asked softly.
Yvette gave a soft, disappointed sigh when he pushed her gently away from him, staring down at her. “They had to get to this island that a leviathan was guarding. Basically, they wanted me to distract it while they got some treasure from it. Because we defeated the turtle on the island, they thought I could do it.”
“Wait, you’re going to--”
“I already did it,” she said quickly. “I succeeded already, it’s okay. Well, sort of.”
He cocked his head to the side. “I don’t understand. You defeated a leviathan? By yourself?”
“Goodness no. I succeeded in the sense that I distracted it. But it didn’t kill me. It’s a long story. But the scale we got? Apparently it recognized it. It said there might not be any more dragon turtles and it was interested to know where I got it. It kind of crushed me. Terribly. I used the scale to help me transform into a dragon turtle. Well, a small one. Which, by the way, was the coolest thing ever. I could see EVERYTHING underwater and--”
“Wait, you turned into a dragon turtle?” he asked, his eyes wide. “You can do that? Since when?”
“Since I have one of its scales. Transforming into something when you have a piece of it makes it so much easier. I doubt it would have even been possible without one. Thanks to the flowers, I could turn into a dryad too. Besides, a dragon turtle is a type of leviathan. Fay and leviathan’s are both very powerful, magical creatures. If I could turn into...” She trailed off and frowned. “I hadn’t actually thought about it, but I think I could. I don’t think I’d be able to use most of their abilities, so I guess it wouldn’t be very useful. But I guess I could--”
“Yvette, focus. You’re distracting yourself again. What happened?”
“Oh, it talked to me for a while. It was very nice, actually. It didn’t seem to care that they wanted something off the island. It gave us time to leave, then let me go.”
“What did you talk about?” he asked again. “Yvette, I need to know everything.”
She gave a soft sigh. “Just stuff, you know? I guess it mostly wanted to know where the dragon turtle had gone, how I had come across the scale. I told it everything. About meeting you, about stealing the spell, about the island. Everything. It then let me go. Sort of.”
“Sort of?”
“It did take the dryad’s flower I had inside my bracer. And almost killed me by crushing me underwater. But I transformed back into the dragon turtle before I could be crushed. Then I came back up to the surface and...” She trailed off, feeling a new dread inside. He was not going to like this at all.
“Yvette? What’s wrong?”
“You’re going to be mad at me...” she mumbled gently.
“Yvette, what did you do?” he asked, his voice filling with annoyance and worry.
“I didn’t have a choice. I really didn’t, I swear.”
“Yvette, just tell me,” he said, glaring down into her eyes.
“I was out on the water. I couldn’t keep swimming. My form ended and I was going to drown. I took off the ring, because I wasn’t… I didn’t know if they could find me while I wore it.”
He stared at her for a few moments before he relaxed, letting out a sigh and glancing back to her finger. Once he saw it was on, he gave a small nod. “I see. That’s all?”
“You’re not mad?” she asked gently, her stomach unknotting.
“You didn’t have a choice. If the options were you drowning or risking the Mage’s Association tracking you for a little bit, I’d always take the latter. I’m just happy you’re okay. If you’d died from this, you...” He stopped himself.
She cocked her head to the side, confusion on her face. “Yes?”
“You’d have been an idiot and I’d have never forgiven myself,” he finally muttered.
“Forgiven yourself? Why?”
“Because I should have known Lunia was up to something.”
“You did,” she said firmly. “I didn’t listen. Remember? We fought, you stormed out, I--”
“I didn’t make you listen. I should have made sure you were safe.”
Yvette stared at him for a few moments, unable to really understand his words. Finally, she shook her head and couldn’t suppress her giggles.
“W-what? What’s so funny?” he asked, annoyance filling his voice.
“You’re going to try and force me to listen to you now?” she asked, staring at him. “Do you even listen to yourself? How are you going to do that? Tie me down? Sit on me? Just drag me off everywhere? I’m an adult, you know.”
“You don’t act like it,” he said firmly.
“No, I don’t act like you always expect me to. But I can make decisions on my own, sometimes. Even if a lot of the time they’re wrong. A lot of the time they’re right, too. I do my best you know. I may make a lot of mistakes, but I’m still trying my hardest,” she said firmly.
“You’re still a--”
“A mage?” she asked, cutting him off. “Yes, I am. And I am also a young woman, have fought a necromancer, a giant turtle, now a leviathan and, need I remind you, your grandmother. I’ve been training my whole life in order to be a proper and strong mage. I’ve been training with you, as well. I now know how to setup a tent as well as do a little bit of hunting.”
Gervas gave a snort. “Since when can you hunt?”
“I never said I was good at it. But I have been learning and studying. Every day I grow a bit more. I’m going to make mistakes, Gervas. Not because I’m a mage, but because I’m a person. But I am going to keep trying. I’m going to learn a lot more about, well, everything.”
“While running into the mouths of beasts?” he offered, an amused grin forming on his lips.
“If that’s what I have to do? Then yes. But I can, somewhat, take care of myself. I’m not helpless.”
He stared at her and then gave a soft sigh before shaking his head and closing his eyes. “No, you’re not. You’re right.”
Her heart beat a little faster, her own eyes widening a little bit. She hadn’t expected him to give in so easily. “Really?” she asked, unable to keep the surprise out of her voice.
“You’re not a child, though it’s hard for me to admit sometimes. When we first met, you were...” He trailed off for a moment, seeming to be searching for the word.
“Helpless?” she offered. She couldn’t deny that she was. It felt so long ago, but it really hadn’t been. A few months she suspected, though she hadn’t kept track of the time as well as she should have. “I was a bit, I guess. I didn’t know anything outside of the tower.”
He reached up and patted her on the head. “The first thing you did was twist your ankle and fall off a horse. But you have grown. You’re right, you’ve faced things and, somehow, survived. You’re almost a little bit competent,” he said with a teasing grin, his voice filled with mock exasperation. “So I supposed sitting on you to make you not do something stupid is out of the question.”
She nodded. “Perf--”
“I’ll just have to start tying you up and dragging you away from the danger.”
Yvette gave a light snort. “Please try. My specialty is transfiguration. You can tie up a girl, but can you tie up a small lizard or a wolf?” she asked.
“So toss you in a jar or put a collar on you, either one really,” he said with a dismissive shrug.
She shook her head and gave a soft sigh. “You’re an idiot. You can’t protect me from the world.”
“It’s why I was hired.”
“I thought you were hired to protect the world from me.”
He went silent and stared at her for a long moment and she saw something flash in his eyes she couldn’t identify. It looked unpleasant though. Finally, he gave one more sigh and shook his head. “Maybe you’re right, though.”
She relaxed, letting out a slow breath of air she hadn’t realized she’d been holding. “I am.”
“I’ve been trying to guide you. To steer you in the right direction. But I can’t control you, one way or another you’ll do what you want, whether or not it is safe for you to do.”
“I’ll do what I have to.”
“Maybe you just don’t need me anymore.”
Her heart almost stopped and her entire body jerked. Those words hit her harder than if she had fallen back out into the cold waters outside. She stared at him for a long moment, her body lightly shaking. “W-what?” she whispered.
“Maybe you don’t need me. You’re competent and--”
“I need you!” she practically yelled, her voice panicked and frightened. “I need you so much. You have no idea.”
Gervas blinked a few times, staring up at her in confusion. “Yvette?”
She stared down at him, unable to keep the thoughts bottled up. She imagined him leaving. Imagined him abandoning her. Running off and leaving her to face all of this alone. Tears forming in her eyes and she couldn’t stop them from starting to fall. “I need you...” she whispered.
“Yvette, it’s okay, I--”
“No,” she said gently before reaching out and putting a hand on his shoulder. She felt like her heart would burst. All of her fears and worries came to the forefront. She had another chance now to tell him. She’d almost lost it.
But what if she was wrong? What if he couldn’t love her like she loved him? What if he rejected her? What if he decided to abandon her once he knew? She felt as if her stomach was tearing itself apart. Was the risk worth the possible reward? What if she lost everything? “Gervas… I need to… I...”
“Yvette? What’s wrong?” he asked, sitting up and stopping, his face a few inches from hers.
Her heart beat faster and she barely resisted leaning in to kiss him. She wanted to, so bad. But she couldn’t deal with it if he pushed her away or got angry. She couldn’t risk it. She couldn’t tell him. She needed him. “Gervas, please. I can’t do this alone. Don’t go. I’m sorry, I still need you.”
His eyes widened and his mouth fell open just a little. Then he gave a light chuckle. “Oh, by the Lion. I didn’t mean like that, Yvette,” he said before dropping back down onto the cot, making it shake and causing her hand to fall away. “I’m not intending to just leave you to fend for yourself. I meant you don’t need me to be directing you constantly and monitoring every little thing you do. I’m not intending to abandon you on this journey. Besides, I still have a debt to collect.”
Yvette paused, staring down at him, relief slowly flowing through her heart. “You’re not?”
“Of course not. You may not need me like that. But you still need someone to have your back during all of this. Everyone needs someone they can depend on.”
She gave a small, weak nod. “R-right. I still need you for that. I still--” She choked on the words, moving a hand to her mouth to cover it. Tears formed in her eyes before she spoke up. “G-Gervas?”
“What?”
She felt her heart pounding faster. Something rising inside her, her breath getting quicker. She felt that fear building inside her, growing larger and larger, so much she felt she might explode. “I...”
“What?” he asked again, staring up at her. “Is something wrong? Is--”
“No!” she said quickly, shaking her head. “Nothing is wrong. I just… I...” She couldn’t do it. He’d leave her. She needed him. She needed him so much. She couldn’t tell him. But she wanted to so bad. “Gervas. I just...”
Concern formed on his features and he quickly sat up. “What’s wrong? You can tell me. Did something else happen while I was out?”
She shook her head. “No. It’s not that. It’s not bad. I mean, I hope it’s not bad.” She gave a gentle sigh. “Ugh, this is so… I just...” She shook her head again. She couldn’t tell him. She couldn’t. It was too dangerous. Too scary. It would be terrible for her in the end. He’d leave her. She was lucky enough to have him like this, to ask for more was just selfish. Her heart pounded and she stared into his eyes, unable to look away. “Gervas… I...”
“Yvette? What is it? You can tell me anything.”
She couldn’t. She wouldn’t. It didn’t matter. Her hands shook and she leaned in, her heart pounding so hard now she was sure he could hear it. She felt like she was going to throw up and, fortunately or unfortunately, not because of sea sickness. “Gervas, I-I...”
“Just say it. What’s wrong?”
“I’m in love with you!” she finally said. Like a dam shattering, the words just flowed out of her now that the first had been said. “I’m in love with you. I’ve been in love with you for the longest time, since before we left to first find the island. Maybe even before that. I know I’m not exactly a normal girl and I know I’m probably not anything you’d ever be interested in, but I just, I love you. Do you think you could ever love someone like me? Maybe? I understand if the answer is no, I just, I had to tell you. I had to get it out. I’m sorry,” she said, her breath stopping once the words were out. She couldn’t breath. Couldn’t move. All she could do was stare at him and watch. Her entire body locked up in panic, waiting for his reaction.
Her heart nearly shattered when she saw his eyes go soft and the look of sadness cross his face. “Yvette...” he said gently. She didn’t answer, though. She knew what his answer would be the moment he put a hand on her shoulder. “I’m sorry. I don’t feel that way for you. I can’t.”
She gave a small, numb nod. “I… I understand,” she whispered, her eyes lowering. “I know it’s a stupid idea. I mean, I’m not really a… I’m not even a… I’m not… a real...”
“No!” Gervas said quickly, shaking his head. “It’s not because of that.”
“Right,” she mumbled, keeping her eyes lowered and struggling to keep herself from breaking down into broken sobs. He couldn’t love her. He would never love her. She was right. All of those doubts in her mind were clear. If she had been normal, had been born right, maybe. She felt so stupid. If she had only waited until the spell was finished, then maybe he could have loved her. But instead she had forced it, run headlong into danger she knew she shouldn’t have.
“Yvette, it’s not. You’re a girl, you--”
“But not enough of one, right?” she asked, unable to keep the hurt and pain out of her voice despite her best attempts. “Not… not properly one. Just partly, right?” she asked again, her body quivering with pain that echoed down to her core. “I’m not right yet. Am I? And so I’m not--”
“Damn it, Yvette,” he said, gripping her shoulders so tightly that she thought he might break them for a moment. She didn’t care if he did, not now. “It has nothing to do with that! I’m your guardian!”
“So?” she asked, glancing up to meet his eyes. His grip loosened and he pulled his hands back from her, letting her go. “What does it matter?”
“I’m your guardian. Those feelings you’re feeling aren’t real. You’re not the first mage who I’ve protected who thought she fell in love with me and you’re certainly not going to be the last. Listen. I’ve seen this before. We spend a lot of time together, you get your life saved a few times by me. Then, before you know it, you’re imagining little fairy tales about us being star crossed lovers or something. That fades, though. Quickly.”
Yvette stared at him, her mouth falling open. She felt the sadness giving way to an all too familiar emotion. Anger. “Wait. You’re saying I just don’t know how I feel?” she asked.
His worry gave way to relief.
It quickly faded when she slapped him. His eyes widened and he stared at her with disbelief. “You… you bastard,” she said, her voice quivering with barely suppressed rage.
“Yvette. Please. You’re just going to--”
“Is that really how little you think of me?” she asked, pulling back from him and sliding off of his cot. “Do you think I’m just going to fall head over heels for the first idiot with a sword who saves me from the wilds?” she asked, the tears flowing down her face once more but she didn’t care this time. “In case you’ve forgotten, I’ve saved your life a few times too. We’ve worked together on a lot of this!” she yelled, unable to keep her voice low or controlled anymore.
“Yvette, I--”
“If you don’t want me, that’s fine. You don’t have to. I didn’t expect you to. I don’t expect anyone to. But don’t tell me how to think. Don’t tell me how to feel. I’ve spent my whole life listening to other people who don’t have any idea about who or what I am telling me how I was supposed to feel! I KNOW when I feel something.” She slowly put a hand to her chest, holding it over her pounding heart. She used her anger, fueled herself from it. Let it flow through her so she could avoid breaking down entirely.
Gervas, on the other hand, just gave another soft sigh. “Yvette, you’re being overly emotional. If you just calm down and think about this--”
“Do you think I haven’t?” she asked softly. “I’ve almost died… how many times, now? This entire journey is near suicidal. I have so many powerful people who want to stop me. that’s not even counting the fact that half these reagents have to be harvested at the source and I can’t just go to a city and purchase them.”
“Exactly. You’ve been through a lot and--”
“And I’ve had you there besides me for it,” she said, feeling her anger raging inside her like a fire. “Is it really so surprising? You’re the first one to accept me. To let me be me.”
“Yvette, don’t--”
“Let me finish, damn it!” she yelled, turning back to face him. “You’re there for me. You’ve supported me. No one has ever done as much to help me. No one has ever stood by me for this. They couldn’t even give me grudging acceptance. They couldn’t just let me be. But you finally did. And better yet, you helped me. You stood by my side against the people who would. Sometimes… sometimes I could even forget...” she whispered, moving in a bit closer to him, before pulling back a full step.
“Forget?” he asked softly.
“That I’m not right. That I’m not… that I have this body. Even if I have to fight, sometimes, when I’m with you, I can forget that I have to do this. I can just enjoy the moment. I can be a girl and not hate myself and hate what I’ve been through. I can be happy. I can let myself finally be happy.” Her hands clenched into fists at her side. “You’re smart, you know that? You know so much about the world that I don’t. You’re dedicated. Not just to me, but to doing what you think is right. You stand up to people even when it would be so much easier to let things stand. Even against your friends. You support me. You’re fun. You aren’t afraid to tell me when I screw up, or praise me when I do things right. Sure, you’re paranoid, but that’s probably saved my life too. I feel safe around you. I feel like I can let my guard down around you. Like I can tell you anything.”
He didn’t answer, he only stared up at her.
“Don’t tell me I don’t know how I feel,” she said, the last of her anger evaporating, leaving her with that powerful, empty sadness. “I love you. And it doesn’t matter. You don’t have to love me back. I don’t expect you to. But don’t you dare tell me that I don’t know how I’m feeling. If… you can’t love me back, don’t say it’s because you can’t trust my feelings. Just deny me. Who I am. If I’m not good enough that’s--”
“Yvette!” Gervas finally snapped, cutting her words off. “Just… I don’t...”
“It’s okay,” she muttered, shaking her head.
“No. I don’t...” He trailed off for a few moments before giving another sigh. Slowly, his hand reached up to pinch the bridge of his nose. “I don’t know. Okay? I don’t know.”
Yvette blinked a few times, staring at him. “Don’t know what?”
“This. Any of this. It’s a lot to dump on a man right after he wakes up on a pirate ship sailing to the stars know where.”
“Sorry,” Yvette said sheepishly. “My timing could use some work, I guess.”
“Yes. But you’re right. You’ve had a lot of people who’ve told you how to feel over the years and it’s really easy for me to just treat you that way,” he said softly. “But that’s not fair to you. You’re a mature enough woman, you can make your own decisions.”
She gave a soft sigh before nodding. “Yes. I’m sorry for--”
“Don’t be sorry,” he said gently, before looking up at her. After a few moments he looked away and shook his head. “I’d never thought about it. About you in that way. You’re the mage I protect, that is the beginning and end of it.”
“But I--”
“Let me finish this time,” he cut her off, making her silence herself. “That’s how I’ve always operated. Most mages I’ve met tend to be selfish, lazy, stubborn and reckless. You’re, in some ways, that. But I’ve also seen you work yourself to the bone, put yourself in danger for other people. Definitely reckless and stubborn, but I can’t say I’m surprised. You’d have to be reckless and stubborn to get to where you are and, sometimes, that’s okay. But you’re more mature than I often give you credit for. There are good mages out there, I’ve met a few. But it’s incredibly easy to fall back into that way of thinking. That you’re barely more than a child who doesn’t know anything about the world.” He lightly pat the cot besides himself, sliding his legs over the side before giving a soft sigh.
Yvette slowly moved to sit besides him, staring at him. “So what does that mean?”
“I don’t know,” he said softly. “I really don’t. Maybe it’d be best if I left.” She felt panic start to fill her heart and her hands clenched tightly at her robes, her breath stopping. “Or it would be. But there’s no way I’m leaving you alone to face all this by yourself,” he said firmly. “At the very least, I care about you, Yvette. You’re special. Different from most of the mages I’ve met. Even the good ones. You’re on a really hard path that I know I can’t shake you from, but I’ll be damned if I’ll make you walk it alone. But I don’t know if I can ever feel that way for you.”
She gave a small nod. “I understand. I know I’m not--”
“It’s not because of that,” he said. “It means less than I thought it would. A surprisingly little amount.”
“What?” she asked, staring at him. “You don’t need to--” Her words were cut off when he put his hand on her head and gently rubbed her hair.
“It doesn’t matter. You’re a girl. You’re definitely a girl. Something, somewhere, screwed up and now you’re in the wrong body. But you are definitely a girl and I am honestly kind of mad that it took me so long to realize,” he said gently.
“You still get doubts though, don’t you?”
His eyes averted from her for a moment, before he gave a soft sigh. “I did.”
She nodded, feeling that doubt creep in. She knew he did. She thought back to before they had begun sailing. She had spied on him when he was talking with one of his friends. He’d said as much then. Then immediately after he had seen her on the ship, seasick and at her worst. “When did you stop? Once we left the vault?” she asked, waiting for the lie.
“No. I still had the doubts. Sometimes. But the ship was what did it. Watching you spend days throwing up and nearly dying at sea.”
Yvette almost felt her brain stop. She stared at him, too confused for words. Finally, with great struggles, she managed to get out some words. “WHAT? But I was disgusting! I was throwing up and heaving! I couldn’t even take care of the hair on my face!”
Gervas gave a light chuckle and nodded. “I know, right? You were at your absolute worst. It was really terrible to watch. I wanted so badly to just hold you and tell you it was going to be okay. But I couldn’t do anything about it. I heard some of the crew talking about you, mentioning that you kind of...”
“Sounded like a guy?” she asked.
“Yes. And here you were, miserable and retching. Yet you weren’t trying to be anything other than a girl. You were still just… you,” he said with a sigh. “Does that makes any sense?”
“It really doesn’t.”
Gervas shook his head. “You were… you still moved like a girl, I guess is a good way of putting it. You kept trying to make sure that everything was...” He trailed off. “I’m sorry. It’s really hard to explain. To put to words. Just your whines, the way you were laying there. Even when I moved over near you, you never did anything but act like you. You were at your weakest and most vulnerable, and you were nothing more than Yvette. Just a girl who was trying her hardest to get through a terrible situation. I wanted to throw some of them overboard with the way they were talking about you.”
Yvette blinked a few times and then chuckled. “So apparently when I’m at my most disgusting, I’m my most feminine?”
“No. When you were at your weakest you were still you. You didn’t try to be anything but Yvette. It was then that I realized that this wasn’t an act. That you weren’t just pretending to be something. That you were this. That you were a girl who just...” He trailed off for a moment before shaking his head again. “That if you could be that weak and miserable and still keep the act up, it wasn’t an act.”
She stared up at him, her mouth falling open. “You’ve really…  since then?”
He nodded. “Yes. So don’t think for a moment that my doubts or questions have anything to do with you being anything but a woman, Yvette,” he said firmly. He pulled his hand back and she almost instantly missed the soft stroke of his hand through her hair. “But that doesn’t change things. I’m still not sure. I care about you, at the very least. You’re important to me. You’re kind of like...”
Yvette gave a small sigh. “Like a little sister?” she asked, trying to keep the disappointment out of her voice.
“You’re nothing like her,” Gervas said harshly. “And I would never let you be. No. You’re like a member of the fighting company, a shield sister, I guess would be a good way to put it. Someone who I can trust to have my back.”
She stared at him for a few moments. “Wait, you have a little sister?”
“That’s not really relevant here, is it?”
“No. So, um. Would you, then? Consider with someone who’s a shield sister? You know, it still has sister in the name, though. That makes it pretty confusing.”
Gervas sighed and shook his head. “I don’t know. Maybe? I don’t know. I’ve never thought of you like that in the slightest. It’s hard to--”
“Kiss me,” she finally said. She didn’t know WHY she said it, but the words had come out before she’d had a chance to really think about it and now her cheeks turned scarlet once more.
“W-what?” he asked.
“Kiss me. If you don’t mind kissing me, then maybe you might--”
“No,” he said, shaking his head once again.
“But--”
“I’m not going to kiss you just to see if I can,” he said, his voice filled with exasperation.
“But I want you to!” she blurted out. She stared for a few moments before lowering her eyes. “That sounds really, really stupid when I say it out loud. I’m sorry.”
Gervas stared at her for a few moments before shaking his head once more. “It’s because of things like that I have trouble taking you seriously.”
“I’m sorry, I’ve just never felt like this before. It’s kind of new territory for me.”
Gervas paused and eyed her for a long moment. Finally, he spoke up. “You’ve never had anyone?”
“No.”
“None of the other students?”
“Not really.”
“Nobody in the village?”
Yvette sighed and shook her head. “No. I mean, sure, I’ve heard of it. And I’d sometimes hear people gossiping about their romances. But I didn’t really care. Nobody really...” She trailed off for a moment, struggling to find the words. “Nobody ever accepted me. Honestly, a lot of them kind of scared me. I didn’t trust them.”
“What about that girl who saw you off? Wasn’t she a--”
“Ermina? NO!” Yvette said, shaking her head rapidly. “No no no no. She was like a sister to me. At best. Half the time she wouldn’t even listen to me.”
“So I’m your first. Yvette, you’re going to--”
“If you say I’m going to find a lot of people I fall in love with, I will punch you. I do not care if you punch me back, it’ll be worth it.”
Gervas stopped, eyeing her. She could see the reluctance in his eyes, along with the worry. “Yvette, I don’t want to hurt you.”
“You won’t,” she whispered, moving closer to sit by him. She reached a hand out towards his, before pulling it back. To her surprise, his hand reached out to grab hers.
“I… I’ll think on it.”
“Now who’s the mage?” she asked with a small smile.
“I’m not the one rushing into the jaws of a monster,” he said curtly.
“Oh, so I’m a monster now? I won’t bite,” she said with a teasing smile. Despite the pain in her heart, she could feel the wounds closing, just a little. “I don’t expect you to love me back. Especially not now. But will you at least consider it?”
Gervas gave a small nod, his own hand squeezing hers. “I will. You really are the most troublesome mage I’ve ever had to guard.”
“How many fallen mages have you had to protect?”
“Fair enough. We can discuss this later. Once I’ve had some time to think about it. First, we need to work on escaping.”
“I don’t think that’s going to be possible,” Yvette said with a nervous chuckle. “Besides, they’re taking us where we want to go. So that’s good, right?”
“How do we know they’re not taking us back to some prison?”
Yvette was silent for a long moment, trying to think of the reason. For some reason, she couldn’t come up with a logical answer immediately. She just believed the captain. But really, what reason did the woman have to tell them the truth? To take them anywhere?
Her eyes widened. “Because they need me.”
“Then why would they let you go?”
“No, not NOW. They don’t need me as I am. They need me if I succeed. They need someone who can fix the true form of others.”
Gervas stared at her as if she had grown a second hand. “I’m sorry, what? Why would they need you for that? You can’t just magically--”
“But I can,” she said, grinning up at him. “The stuff I need, it’s rare. Dangerous. Some of it is bound to be on land. They can’t just go on this quest of mine to find it. But if I manage to find everything I need, if I succeed? I can help them. The captain told me there are others like me in the crew. She won’t tell me who, of course. But I could help them.”
“How do you know she was telling the truth? She could just be saying that so you trust her,” Gervas said quickly. “She’s a pirate. For all you know she intends to kill you the moment we--”
“Why?” Yvette asked. “What would she gain? Look around. We’re trapped. I have no reagents to use my magic. Even if I did, they have powerful mages on board. There’s no way I could defeat all of them, even if I had my bracer I doubt I could. How would we get back to shore, then? This ship is massive, one of three. We couldn’t get back to land with just the two of us.”
“Because then you’d cause less trouble.”
Yvette thought about the captain for a moment and then imagined the first mate. She gave a light shudder. “I don’t think she’s worried about anyone causing trouble.”
“Yvette, we--” Gervas stopped himself then. He looked her up and down before giving a soft, defeated sigh. “Do you think we’re safe? Do you really believe that we’re going to be okay if we stay here? If we don’t try to escape?”
“I really do.”
“Then I’ll trust you. I won’t try to escape or fight them. But if they kill us in the end--”
“They could have killed us at any time. If they decide to now, there isn’t a whole lot we can do about it,” Yvette muttered. She gave his hand a light squeeze. “Trust me? Please? You said I was like a shield sister, right? So please trust me that I know what I’m doing.”
“You’re still a mage. Shield sister or not.”
“And you’re still paranoid.”
“It has kept me alive.”
“You can’t spend your whole life being worried about what might end it. You’ll forget to live.”
He gave a light snort. “Not all of us can run head first into danger and trust our ability to turn into a rat to save us.”
“Obviously you just need to run into danger more. I’m very experienced in it, you know. It’s how I’m still alive,” she said said with a small grin. She could see him start to relax, though. His hand around hers felt so good. She desperately wanted to lean forward and press her lips against his, but she knew she couldn’t. She had to be patient. Had to do this at his pace. No matter how desperately she wanted more. But it wasn’t a no. At least, not yet.
Maybe one day. Maybe eventually. Despite the fact it had felt so impossible before, for the first time she really felt as if, just maybe, she could do this. She could have him. Have everything she wanted. Everything she needed.
“You won’t leave me, will you?” she asked, her voice barely above a whisper.
“What?”
“Even if you can’t love someone like me. You won’t leave me, will you?”
He stared at her and his other hand moved up, gently brushing her hair. “Yvette, I promise. I won’t leave you alone. Nobody should have to go through this alone.”
Yvette’s heart pounded all the harder and she gave a small nod. “Thank you.”
Even if she couldn’t have him fully, she could be happy just having him in her life. That would have to be enough.
Chapter 13
 
 
 
“Well, isn’t this nice. You two have a fun reunion?” a voice said, stirring Yvette awake.
She groaned and sat up, looking around blearily. Her body was sore and she realized quickly it was because she had been laying half off the cot, resting against Gervas.
His face was slightly tinted red when she sat up, giving her a calm, if wary, look. She didn’t even remember falling asleep, though she knew they had been talking for ages. Despite his agreement to not try to escape, he had still asked for all the details he could get about the situation. How many people were on the ship, what weapons were close at hand, biggest dangers, anything and everything. Sadly, she’d known very little.
Though as much as she’d wanted to scold herself for it, she knew that would be a waste of time. When she had moved about the ship, her mind had been focused on the impending death by leviathan. The idea that she might somehow survive, let alone make it back, had seemed laughable. Now she wished she had spent more time studying what was here. Gervas at least hadn’t gotten mad at her for it.
She couldn’t believe she had fallen asleep laying against him like this. She was amazed he hadn’t pulled away or shoved her off him. Had he fallen asleep too?
Her heart pounded a little harder while she stared at him, unable to keep those thoughts from flooding forth. Her mouth went dry and she leaned in just a little bit.
It was then that she remembered someone was watching them. Her head whipped around to see the captain outside the bars, eyeing the pair with an amused look on her face. “Oh, finally deciding to listen, have we?” she asked with a light chuckle. “Do you two need some more privacy? The whole mage and guardian romance thing is sweet, really it is. But when I come down here, I really do expect a bit more attention,” she said, her voice dripping with teasing amusement.
Yvette nodded slowly. “Y-yes ma’am. Sorry ma’am.”
“Good. Now then, guardian,” Jade said before glancing to Gervas. “I take it your mage has told you everything?”
“Yes,” he said firmly, glancing back to Yvette for a moment. He reached up to grip her shoulder and lightly push her up and away from him. She quickly inched away, trying to keep the embarrassment off her face, though she could feel her cheeks quickly heating. “You’re taking us to the sirens, apparently?” he asked.
“You need a tear. That was part of the agreement. Generally I try to keep my word,” she said with a shrug. “It makes deals so much easier when both parties can be trusted to do what they say, no?”
“Coming from a pirate of all things I find that hard to believe,” Gervas said, scowling up at her.
“A woman is only as good as her word and I’ll have you know I’m very good. It’ll be a while before we arrive, however. So I’ve come to make you two an offer.”
Yvette held her breath, feeling dread fill her stomach. She really hoped she wasn’t going to have to fight another leviathan. She had been lucky to survive the first. Surviving a second sounded impossible.
“We can leave you cramped down here until we arrive. Or, if the pair of you can behave, you’ll be allowed to move around the ship. You’ll be locked up at night, of course. But during the day you can come out with an escort.”
Yvette felt the bed shift slightly and she realized that Gervas had twitched in surprise at that response. She quickly turned back to the captain, unable to keep the surprise off her own face. “Wait, really? Why?”
“Because I’m not a sadist. I’m feeling quite generous after the haul you helped us get, Yvette. Also, Lunia practically begged me to let you continue your lessons while you’re still on our ship. Waste of time if you ask me, but I’ve always been one to help spread the cheer when it’s warranted. There are, of course, rules. Primarily, you do as we say. No causing any trouble. You return to the cage each night. Understand? Any sign of trying to cause trouble and it’s back to sleep for both of you. Cause enough trouble and you won’t be waking up until you’re resting in the claws of the sirens you so desperately seek. Understand?”
Yvette nodded before glancing towards Gervas. He, very slowly, gave a nod.
“Good. Glad we had this talk,” Jade said with a dismissive wave of her hand before turning and walking away. “Lunia will be down soon to escort. Have fun.”
Gervas watched the woman leave before, after a few moments, he glanced to Yvette. “Was that Jade?”
“Captain Jade, yes,” Yvette said softly, staring at the now empty doorway.
“She was a lot less violent than I’d heard.”
Yvette gave a small, weak chuckle before nodding. “She hasn’t been very violent from what I’ve seen. Then again, I’ve been sure to do whatever she says. What have you heard about her?”
“That she’s cruel, merciless, angry. That she’ll cut down anyone who gets in her way, regardless of--”
“That’s pretty much all true,” Lunia said, the woman stepping into the room. “Probably a lot of stuff you haven’t heard too. I see you’re awake, Gervas.”
Yvette noticed that he tensed up, but didn’t say anything. Instead there was nothing but awkward silence while the aquamancer reached out and touched the bars, causing them to part. She felt her own nerves getting the better of her and she finally spoke up. “If she’s that violent, why has she been… err...”
“She’s only that way to those who get in her way or betray her,” Lunia muttered, motioning the two out. “So long as you two are well behaved, though, I can guarantee that you’ll be safe.”
“I’m sure your guarantee is worth so very much,” Gervas said, the frustration and sarcasm dripping from his voice.
“If you’d rather wait in the cell until we get to the isles, you’re welcome to,” Lunia said briskly, her own anger in her voice. “I came to offer her help, not you.”
Yvette could already feel the fight beginning to brew and she quickly stepped in. “Thank you very much, Lunia, for the help!” she said quickly. “And of course not. It’s better if we’re able to move about, right Gervas?”
He glared at her but, very slowly, he nodded.
“We are going to the isles, aren’t we?”
“Yes,” Lunia said, before turning and motioning for the two to follow them through the ship and towards the deck. She quickly followed behind. “Though you know, you don’t have to leave.”
“I really do,” Yvette said with a shake of her head. “I can’t just--”
“The things you need may end up here, eventually. You’d be surprised what kind of things we get our hands on from time to time,” Lunia said quickly, cutting her off.
“Is that why you’re here?” Gervas asked, his voice dripping with disgust. “Trying to make sure you have all the tools you need for your research, regardless of how many lives you have to take?”
Lunia cringed, taking a small breath. “I don’t really have much of a choice in--”
“There’s always a choice,” Gervas said. “You have clearly made yours.”
“Spoken like a guardian who knows nothing,” Lunia said back, shaking her head. “You have no idea what it’s like for a fallen mage.”
“I know exactly what it’s like. Has it ever even occurred to you that--”
“Gervas!” Yvette yelled, cutting him off. “We are on a ship filled with pirates. Do you mind not insulting the one of them that seems intent on making sure we don’t end up getting killed?” Gervas opened his mouth to object, but she could almost feel what he was going to say. “Yes, she’s a mage. I know that. And I know you have strong feelings about mages. But now is really not the time. Remember what you said about going into the mouth of the dragon turtle?”
He stared at her, his eyes wide with shock. After a few moments, however, he gave a small nod. “You’re right. My apologies, Lunia.”
The aquamancer gave a small nod before letting out a relieved sigh. She walked up to the deck of the ship, motioning Yvette to follow her towards the bow. “It’s fine. You’re not entirely wrong. We are pirates. We take what we want and won’t hesitate to kill if people get in our way. But there are plenty of worse things out there. The captain, as dangerous as she is, is honest and good to her crew. If she promises you something, you can trust her to keep her word. If you don’t cause trouble or betray her, she can even be kind.”
“If you don’t?” Yvette asked.
Lunia stopped at the bow of the ship, leaning forward and resting her hands on the railing. “A few months after I was first brought on board, one of the crew tried to stage a mutiny. Her and a dozen other women.” She gave a light shudder. “Captain Jade is good to her crew. She’s honest and kind to those who serve her. As long as you don’t push her, she’ll even let you get away with a lot. But she is merciless. They’re all dead. They begged for their lives, said they were tricked. But the captain didn’t care. Those who didn’t die in the scuffle were weighed down with stones and tossed overboard. Betraying her, in any way, means death.”
“Can you leave?” Yvette asked, glancing out towards the sea. She imagined plummeting through the water, unable to escape the rocks weighing her down. She gave a light shudder.
“If I want to, yes. Not that I would,” Lunia said with a shake of her head. “For all of her faults, for how violent she can be? At least with her I know where I stand. Sure, it’s not always the greatest life. Sometimes things can get pretty nasty here, violent. But a life at sea suits an aquamancer just fine. Besides, she breeds a certain kind of loyalty once you get to better know her. It’s almost fun here at times.”
Gervas gave a light snort, but Yvette ignored him.
“If you don’t mind me asking, how did you become a fallen mage?”
That made Lunia flinch before she reached into her robe, pulling out the bracer. “That’s really none of your business, Yvette. Same as it’s not mine as to why you’re fallen.”
Yvette flushed, her cheeks burning. “It’s not my fault that--”
“There are a lot of reasons one can become a fallen mage, Yvette. There’s a lot of rules that the Mage’s Association puts into place that, frankly, don’t make sense. They cause more damage than harm.” She turned and tossed the bracer to Yvette, smacking her in the chest and making her grasp wildly to catch it before it could fall on the ground. “They try to control not just magic, but mages themselves. But there is a lot even they still don’t understand.”
Yvette slowly slid the bracer on, glancing up at the other woman. “Well, yes, but they’re still learning. Sometimes they--”
“The magic we know. It’s dependent on focuses. But there is so many different types of magic out there. True naming magic. Blood magic. Fae, dragon. Those are just the ones I’ve seen personally. There’s likely so many different others that exist. Ones that people are better at than others.” She motioned to the bracer. “And yet, all the Mage’s Association will focus on, will allow people to learn, is focus magic. They ignore other magics as if they don’t exist. Sometimes worse. Then that magic they bind and wrap in their rules, for fear of the wrong people getting their hands on it.”
Yvette’s cheeks burned. “W-well, I’m sure they--”
“I’ve been hunted, Yvette. I’ve seen what the Mage’s Association will do to those who go against them.” She glanced to Gervas and her eyes narrowed slightly. “When I first came here, I didn’t have a choice. But there’s a reason I’ve never left. For all of the violence and danger here, in some ways it’s so much safer and better than if I was back under the Mage’s Associations thumb.”
“If you’re getting any wild ideas about finishing that spell and then hoping to be accepted back into the Mage’s Association with open arms, don’t,” Lunia said with a shake of her head. “As much as you may not like to hear it, they’re a lot like pirates in a way. If you play by their rules, obey them, they’ll sometimes treat you fairly and allow you to carry on. But the moment you became a fallen, Yvette, they wrote you off. There’s no going back for you, ever.”
Yvette felt a small jump in her stomach and nervously glanced back to Gervas. “I actually have a plan for that,” she said softly.
Lunia glanced back, her eyes wide in surprise. “Oh? Decided to take the captain up on her offer?”
“No!” Yvette said quickly.
“Wait, what offer?” Gervas asked, his eyes narrowing. “You never mentioned any offer, Yvette.”
“It’s not important.”
“I disagree.”
“I’m not accepting it. I might help her, the others who are like me. But I’m not a pirate. I can’t do this.” She glanced back to Lunia. “What you do, I just can’t do it. I don’t want to hurt anyone. I--”
“Naive little thing, aren’t you?” Lunia asked with a light chuckle. “If you’re planning to go back to the Mage’s Association, though, you should know that’s foolishness. You’re her guardian, aren’t you? I hope you haven’t been filling her head with tales of--”
Yvette couldn’t help it. Just those words alone made her break out into a fit of laughter. “Of course not. He hates the association. No. I can find work in other ways.” She nervously rubbed the ring on her finger. “I’ll find a way. Somehow.”
“Well aren’t you just a bastion of hope?” Lunia asked with a low chuckle. “If, by some miracle, you do manage to survive your mission and get your spell? I’m certain the captain would find a home for you here. It may not be where you expected to go, but it’d be better than dead or chained in a cell somewhere.”
Yvette nodded and glanced towards Gervas, noting the annoyance on his face. She felt a flash of satisfaction at that. She’d offered herself to him in a way that she’d never done for anyone and he had turned her aside. It would serve him right if she did end up finding a new home here, found someplace where she was wanted.
A moment later she felt guilt creeping inside and shoved those thoughts away. Even if he didn’t want her in that manner, he had been fighting for her, risking his life for her, over and over. He’d stood by her side regardless of the consequences, just so she didn’t have to face this alone. Even if he couldn’t love her the way she desperately wanted him to, she couldn’t ignore all of the kindness and care he had already shown her.
Though a small part of her wished there was some way to make him love her. Make him want her in the way she wanted him. Was there magic to make someone fall in love with her?
She shook her head again. Love potions were dangerous magic. She’d heard so many stories about them having gone bad over time. Even worse, most of them only worked for so long before a resistance was built up. The mind could only be altered so many times by magic before it got better at resisting such magics. That thought made her jolt. She whipped around and stared at Gervas, her mouth falling open. She felt like an idiot.
“What?” Gervas asked.
She couldn’t help staring, though. He’d mentioned before that he doubted she could tamper with his mind. The captain had mentioned that keeping him unconscious had been difficult. His resistances to magic were strong.
How many times had his mind been tampered with? What mages had been doing it?
A new horror crept into her mind when she thought about the way he talked about his mother, especially the way he had talked about her to his grandmother back at the vault.
What horrors had his mother subjected him to?
“Yvette? Are you okay?” Lunia asked, making her turn back around to face her. “No need to get so pale, I’m not going to break you, just help you with some basics. You’re going to want to remember this. The sirens can be incredibly dangerous if you’re not prepared.”
“W-what? Yes. Right. Sorry. Let’s,” Yvette said, feeling unease blossoming inside her none the less.
Chapter 14
 
 
 
Yvette stared at the island in the distance, her heart pounding ever harder. It was finally here. Jade had, true to her word, brought them to the sirens. It remained to be seen if they would be able to succeed. She glanced to Gervas.
Her heart fluttered for a reason different from nerves when she saw him. Now that they were leaving, his armor and weapons had been returned to him. He still didn’t have a shield or a spear after losing them back on Cragtooth Isle, but even with just the sword at his hip he looked dangerous. Powerful. Regal. Noble. Her guardian who could and would protect her no matter what. Alas, he still refused to comment on her feelings for him. Refused to acknowledge them. She desperately wanted to push for more from him, each night they had been locked inside the cage she had wanted to demand answers.
But she knew pushing him would likely only drive him away. She might have a chance with him. Maybe. She didn’t want to destroy it by trying to force him to love her. She turned her eyes back towards the island, glancing down at the bracer on her arm. Everything had been returned to her. She had even put a new flower from the dryad inside it.
The air was still, the sails having been brought in and anchor having been dropped. Off in the distance she could hear a strange humming sound, so faded it was near impossible to make out. Apparently it was the sound of the siren’s song. To go much further risked the full effect of the song being heard and drawing them in to their deaths. But once night fell and the song ceased, it would be safer for them to go.
Safer, but not safe. She reached out and rubbed the bracer on her arm, glancing towards the horizon. The sun was setting. Soon she would say goodbye to them, possibly forever. There was a good chance she’d never see any of them again. Though she found she didn’t particularly mind. Lunia had been kind enough and was an excellent teacher, but remaining on a pirate ship did not sound particularly appealing. While she hadn’t seen anything that truly turned her stomach, it didn’t stop her from feeling uneasy whenever members of the crew seemed to stare at her or Gervas a bit too long. Judging by the way his hand kept brushing against the hilt of his sword, he was no less uneasy.
The humming got a little quieter when more of the sun disappeared behind the horizon. Soon. She went over the plan once more in her mind. This island held the siren’s nests. Get in, get a tear, somehow. From there, escape to one of the other islands. There were apparently dozens of them here. One of them was known as void island, primarily because it was an island that seemed to be cut in half, directly pressed up against the void. There were people there who would, supposedly, be able to get them back to the main continent. If they could make it there. She reached down and touched her bag for what felt like the thousandth time, sliding a hand inside to find the map and hold it one more time.
So many islands. So many that held their own little dangers. But so long as she and Gervas were together, she was certain they could face them.
The last of the humming stopped and she let out a sigh of relief. She glanced towards Lunia, who somehow looked nearly as nervous as she did. The sunlight quickly faded beyond the horizon, disappearing until the only light that remained were the few glowing torches on the deck. A few of the crew had come to watch the departure, but they were silent now.
Yvette glanced back to Gervas one last time and offered her hand. “Ready?” she asked.
“I am. Are you sure you can do this?” he asked, his own unease evident in his voice.
“I’ve done it before. It’s just to the island, right? I--”
“As touching as this is, one moment before you go,” Jade’s voice rang out, making her pause and turn towards the hold. The captain rose out from the door, Quinlyn trailing behind her. “I have one last gift for you.”
Yvette stared at the woman, her suspicions instantly raised. Something about the woman’s tone and the way she said ‘gift’ made her suspect something bad was about to happen. She tensed up with each step the captain came closer until finally the woman was standing directly in front of her and holding out a scroll. Gingerly, she took it. “What’s this?”
“I told you, a gift.”
She slowly opening the scroll. It was hard to make out in the torch light but she was able to read the words after a few moments. Some kind of spell scroll. Fay dust, petals of a silver lotus, blood of a changeling, tears of a siren, scale of a dragon turtle, the talon of a--
Her heart nearly stopped, quickly finding herself unable to breath.
It was THE spell. No, not just the spell. It was the spell translated. “Y-you… you translated it? How? WHEN?” she asked, turning up to look at the woman. She couldn’t contain herself. She lunged forward and hugged her. “You-- erk!” She went completely still when she felt the tip of a knife pressed over her heart.
“I’m going to let that one slide, kid,” Jade said with a growl. “But get off me.”
Yvette nodded, slowly pulling back from the captain, her eyes lowering to that blade that was pushed up to her chest. She hadn’t even seen it on the woman and when it was pulled back, she couldn’t even follow the movements when it disappeared into that overcoat. “Sorry.”
“You should thank Quinlyn. After going through your, frankly, atrocious translation, she decided she could do a better job. If it wasn’t such a simple task I would have told her to not waste her time,” Jade said before shaking her head. “If you do, by some miracle, manage to succeed in your task I will be expecting your return. So consider it payment for future labor.”
Yvette nodded before staring down at the scroll one last time. Her mind felt as if it was exploding in all different directions, a mix of excitement and wonder. She wanted desperately to go through the scroll and read it, to compare what was in it with what she already knew. But this was not the time. The window for when they could go to the island was closing. “Thank you. Thank you so much,” she said, turning towards the giant of a woman and barely resisting the urge to give her a hug as well. “I don’t know what to say.”
The first mate stared at her, before giving a small nod. Yvette wasn’t sure how she was supposed to take that, but she hoped it was at least positive. She slid the scroll into her bag before moving towards the edge of the ship. It was almost time. “I guess this is goodbye then. Thank you for everything. For bringing us here.”
“We said we would,” Jade said dismissively. “It doesn’t do well for one to break their agreements. Makes it hard for others to trust them.”
Yvette nodded, but paused for a moment. “You know, I never asked. What was it that you all took from that island, anyway? I never-- AHHHH!” She let out a shriek when the captain reached out and shoved her, hard, off the ship.
She was flying through the air for only a moment before, with a loud splash, she hit the water. She hacked and coughed for a few moments, shaking her head before glaring up. “That wasn’t--”
“You’re wasting time. You better get going, unless you want to be on the island when the siren’s wake up?” Jade asked, smirking down at her.
Yvette sighed and then shook her head. It seemed she wasn’t going to get an answer after all. She held out her right hand and, very slowly, her form began to shift once more. Growing larger and larger, her frame and body once more took on the shape of the dragon turtle. It was odd. When she had first transformed into this body, it had felt so difficult and strange. But now the body felt almost familiar. The world seemed to light up, despite the lack of sunlight above. The creature’s vision truly was incredible.
After a few moments she felt a light weight landing on her shell. “I’m here,” Gervas said, his voice low and calm. “Let’s go.”
She gave a small nod before slowly making her way through the water, flowing along it with ease.
The sirens awaited. All she needed was one tear. They could do this.
Chapter 15
 
 
 
“Yvette, Yvette, snap out of it!” Gervas’ voice tore through her ears. A harsh slap to her cheek made her start, shaking her head.
“W-what? What happened? What?” she asked, staring up into the darkness. Her cheeks were aching as if she had been slapped over and over. Then she realized it was BECAUSE she had been slapped over and over. Her whole body ached as well. She could feel his hands on her shoulder, kneeling besides her.
“Are you okay? Can you talk to me? Speak,” Gervas said, his voice panicked and frightened.
Yvette let out a groan, trying to shake the fog that seemed to envelop her mind. “I just did. Gervas? Are you okay? What happened? Why are you...” She trailed off as everything flashed through her mind. Her stomach did a little twist when she realized it was just like when she had come out from under the effects of the siren root. Everything was becoming just a bit more clear, though it still seemed strange, as if she was viewing it through a lens.
They’d landed on the shore. It had been easy. The island itself wasn’t very large, no trees or plant life that could be seen. Nothing more than sand and rocks that rose up out of the sea. Her light spell had made moving easy, finding the sirens even easier. One of the many caves, just one with a soft, gentle humming coming from it. Dozens of the creatures.
They’d been so beautiful but strange. Their bodies were shaped almost like humans, but they had feet with massive talons, their arms a strange mix of wing and flippers. Their faces were incredibly human-like, yet fake. Almost too realistic and perfect to actually be human. They didn’t so much have hair as thin brown tendrils that seemed to flow down from the back of their head. She’d been awe struck at first.
They’d watched the creatures for a little bit, checking for movement. Some of them did move, walking around the large cavern that appeared to be their home. She and Gervas had waited and then ambushed one that stepped out from the cavern. It had all seemed so easy. He’d covered its mouth and she had held a blade to its throat. It had almost seemed to understand them. It at least understood what would happen if it screamed out.
She felt like an idiot.
Getting the tear had been easy. When they’d pinned it, it had actually started to cry. She’d allowed herself to be distracted. Using a vial, she had captured a few of the tears. She’d been so excited. So thrilled. It had all been so easy. It was all over.
She had barely put the vial in her bag a few moments before the singing had started. The most beautiful song she had ever heard.
A song that reverberated through her mind. Called to her. Told her she was welcomed. Wanted. That she was a friend. She’d turned to see another of the sirens. In that moment, all that had existed was that beautiful, wonderful song.
She played it over and over in her mind. She had crawled off of the siren and started to walk towards the singing one, entirely mesmerized. She could see the long, thick fangs in its mouth. The claws rising out from beneath the feathers of the wings. She could see the murderous intent inside its eyes. But she hadn’t cared. After all, the song promised her love and kindness. Then Gervas had grabbed her hand and pulled her away. She could still see the momentary look of surprise across the harpy’s face. She’d tried to pull away from him, but his grip had been too tight. He’d dragged her behind him into another one of the caves. He’d dragged her through the darkness, feebly grasping at strangely smooth walls and going through twisting tunnels that seemed to break off from each other wildly.
Then they were falling and sliding across stone and dirt. It felt as if they tumbled forever, though in the song controlled daze it could have been seconds or hours for all she knew. At least now she knew why her body was aching all over. Once they’d landed, he’d tried to shake her from its serenading spell.
The song still seemed to echo through the chamber, but it was strange and almost horrific, now. The caverns seemed to shift the melody, weakening it so she only felt a slight pull. She slowly held up her right hand and formed a small orb of light.
Her heart almost stopped when she saw Gervas. She’d never seen him like this. He looked terrified, kneeling over her. She’d seen him worried, but this was full terror. His eyes were wide and dilated, he was rocking back and forth. His hands were on her shoulders, trembling. Her stomach did a little jump and she felt the overwhelming urge to just hug him. Not because she was scared, but because she wanted so desperately to take that fear away.
So she did. She reached up and hugged him, tightly, pulling him against her. “It’s okay,” she whispered. “It’s okay. It’s going to be okay. We’re going to be okay.”
To her surprise, he was hugging her back. She rested her head on his shoulder and took stock of where they were. Behind her there was an incline, not a very steep one. It took her a few moments to realize that they were stairs, ancient ones that had been worn away over centuries. Some of the outer edges of them still retained some shape, though the center, where they had slid down, were incredibly smooth.
Her eyes trailed over the rest of the chamber and she barely managed to suppress a whimper.
They were inside a dank crypt.
It seemed what she had thought were caves when they had first arrived weren’t caves after all, they were entrances and paths into an ancient tomb. Suddenly she felt that the sirens outside might not be such a dangerous threat. She could make out ancient stone statues against the wall, still standing eternally vigilant. She closed her eyes and reached out with her magic, trying to feel if there was any magic in this place. Crypts often did have defenses.
But there was nothing. Not even the small remnants of magic that betrayed old, long since triggered magic. She slowly opened her eyes and let them move around the chamber. It was definitely a crypt of some kind. She could see where the walls had been carved into. There was plenty of dust, but no cobwebs. In fact, there was no sign of any life, even insects.
She shuddered and then realized he was shaking still. He was still holding her, though she didn’t want to let him go. “It’s okay,” she whispered. “We’re going to get out of here.”
“No we’re not,” he said gently.
Yvette’s mouth fell open. Even with her aching body she could only barely resist pushing him away and just staring at him. “Of course we will. You managed to shake off their--” Her words died in her throat.
He hadn’t shaken it off at all. He was still shaking against her. That song hadn’t caused him to trust and go towards the sirens. It had triggered fear. Terror. She hugged him tighter, her left hand reaching around his back to touch her bracer and activate the correct reagents. “It’s going to be okay, I promise,” she whispered. It took a moment to make her magic flow into him, but once she did it took only another moment to force the siren’s magic out of him. She supposed she could have done the more brutal, violent method of slapping him a few times, but she didn’t feel that would be a good idea in his current state.
Slowly, his shaking stopped. But he didn’t let her go. “It’s going to be okay,” she whispered. “I promise. We’ll get through this.”
He let her go and tried to pull away, but she refused to release him. “Yvette, let me--”
“No,” she said gently, closing her eyes and resting her chin on his shoulder. “No. I felt that magic. It made me feel warm and invited. It made me feel wanted and loved. But you. It horrified you.”
“Yvette, now isn’t the--”
“It’s very much the time,” she finally said, slowly letting him go. He pulled back from her and she could see just how mud caked he was. She doubted she looked much better. There was some blood on his right arm, where it looked like it had grazed against the stone. “Now is the exact time.”
“We need to get out of here. Their song is weak now, but when the morning comes they’ll all be singing again. We won’t be safe here any--”
“What happened to you?” Yvette asked, cutting him off. She put her right hand against her side, using her magic to clean away the dirt and grime from her body. She felt a dozen different aches and scrapes but, fortunately, nothing that seemed too damaged. She glanced back towards the stairs they’d fallen down, but the angle of her light didn’t let her see how far up they went.
“I managed to shake it off and--”
“I don’t mean here. I mean before. That effect wasn’t natural. Back on the ship too. You were resistant. Why?”
There was no hiding it. She could see the way he tensed, the stubborn way he set his jaw. She reached out with her right hand and pushed her magic against him, cleaning the mud from his body. “Let me see your arm,” she said, not waiting for him to give her the go ahead before grabbing and pulling it close. Nothing seemed broken, though the arm was skinned slightly. It took only a few moments to close the wound back up.
He stared down at her. “Yvette, we need to go. If we plug our ears then--”
“Enchanting someone, altering their mind to your whims isn’t easy,” Yvette said softly. “But there are mages who can do it. Your grandmother was powerful. Was your mother too?”
“Yvette--”
“I need to know, Gervas.”
“It’s none of your business.”
“Maybe. But that doesn’t change things.” She moved in closer to him, reaching a hand up and pressing it against his cheek. “I think you need me to know.”
His eyes widened slightly. “What? Why would--”
“Since we’ve started on this journey, since we met. You’ve spent so much time focusing on my problems that I think you’ve been ignoring your own. I saw it, the way you’d always get so paranoid. It really felt like you didn’t trust anyone.”
“Yvette, don’t--”
“But it makes sense. That terror? Your resistance? Even the dryad. Do you remember? You were able to see through the tree so easily.”
“Yvette, stop it,” he said, reaching a hand up and gripping her hand, pulling it away. “We don’t have time to--”
“How much did your mother tamper with your mind? How many times did she use magic on you to control you?” He froze, his eyes twitching. She didn’t stop, though. She knew she should, she could see the way he tensed up. But she couldn’t, not now. “Is that what she did to your father?”
“Yvette, stop. Don’t--”
“I’m a mage, Gervas. I know the way magic works. Permanent alterations are incredibly difficult. But short ones? They can be done. But the more you experience them, the more resistant you can become to them. Especially if done by an outside source. Even if they disappear--”
“Yvette!” he snapped, the shock on his face replaced with anger. “Don’t--”
“Did she control you? Is that why you’re so--”
“Yes!” he snapped, before reaching out and shoving her away from him so hard she fell over and skidded on the ground, more mud covering her clothes. “Yes. She did. Fine. You want to know? Then here!” he snapped, his fists clenching at his side and the fury rising with his voice. “She’d tamper with my mind whenever she pleased. Not just mine, though. Anyone’s. I watched people come to her, furious. Only to leave without any memory of what happened. They say it wears off. That altering the mind is okay because it fades with time. But it doesn’t,” he said, his voice cracking for just a moment. “The damage at least doesn’t. There are so many blank, empty spots in my memory. Times where things happened that I can’t even begin to remember. Do you know what it’s like to have been told that you did something, only to not be able to remember doing it at all? To just have these empty holes where you know something is supposed to be? I started having to hide notes for myself just to be sure I could remember what I did because it was me, and what I did because she made me.”
Yvette stared at her, a hand moving to her mouth. “You couldn’t tell? But they--”
“They say it wears off. But the damage? That doesn’t. But none of you mages care. As long as it’s done to someone else, as long as it’s done to an apprentice, their child or a peasant, who cares that they’re tampering with their mind? Their being? No one.” He moved forward, gripping her chin and forcing her to look into his eyes.
She stared up at him, stared into those eyes filled with hate. For a moment she swore he might strike her. Even kill her. But behind that burning, hateful look, she could see the pain, the fear. She slowly reached out and put a hand on his shoulder. “Gervas...” She knew she should feel afraid now, but she didn’t. All she felt was one thing.
“What?” he asked, his hand so tight on her chin she felt it might break.
“I’m sorry.”
He paused before he let her go and shook his head. “No, you’re not. You’re a mage who--”
“No, I am,” she cut him off, staring up at him. “What she did was wrong. No one should do that.”
“Yvette, don’t--”
“Tampering with someone’s mind shouldn’t be done. It can’t be done, not like that. At least, not without consequences.”
“You really don’t. You think you do, but--”
“I wanted to try altering my mind, once,” she said quickly, cutting him off.
He was silent for a long moment. Finally, he spoke up. “What?”
“I studied it, a little. How the magic worked. What it did. I thought that, maybe, if I could fix my mind so I didn’t feel like I was wrong any more, then… it’d be easier. Better.”
Gervas’ gaze softened. “Yvette, that’s not--”
“You can’t shape the mind like you can the body, though. It doesn’t work that way. It’s all connected, you know? And it’s not easy to see. If you remove a hand, the arm is still there. But if you remove a memory? A thought? All of the other memories and thoughts that are affected get changed too. Shifting one thing, no matter how big or small, changes everything.”
He stared at her, not speaking. Taking advantage, she decided to continue. While she knew it wasn’t exactly the same, she hoped she could show him just a fraction of the support he had shown her for so long.
“But it’s more subtle, I guess? It’s not as physically obvious. I mean, people change and grow all the time, they still seem like the same person. But if you change the body, then they definitely notice something is different from first glance. And a lot of how your personality changes might never affect them. So it’s easier, I guess? In some ways? But mind magic is also harder, I think. More dangerous. There’s some healing magic that can fix damage to the mind. But spells that fully alter the mind are forbidden as well. But for a short time I thought if I could just fix it, if I could find a spell that got rid of these thoughts, these feelings, it might be better. I mean… people kept telling me if I just tried harder, focused more on being a guy, then I could be one. If I just pushed these feelings away. What better way to do it than just alter my mind?” she asked with a small smile.
“Yvette, that’s not how--”
“But I didn’t. Because it’s wrong. You can’t tamper with the mind like that. What she did to you, altering your mind. It’s despicable. It’s awful. I don’t care who she is. Even if you were her child, she had no right to do something so disgusting,” Yvette said softly, her eyes lowering from his face. “I’m sorry. I’m so sorry. I know it’s not enough. But I understand why you wouldn’t trust us after something like that. I wish I could say I understand how you feel, but I don’t. I can’t even begin to understand what it must feel like to not know which thoughts are yours and which are ones she forced into your mind, I wish I could fix that, I can’t. I’m sorry. But it’s wrong. I know it’s wrong. I don’t care who you are. An apprentice, her child or a peasant. She had no right. But...” Slowly, she reached out to take his hand. “It’s okay to talk about it.”
“Yvette, don’t--”
“Listen to me. It’s okay for you to talk to me about this. I may be a mage, but I’m still a person. Just because I can use magic doesn’t mean I’m the same as her. It definitely doesn’t mean I’m okay with what she did to you. What she did was monstrous and foul. Cruel.”
“It’s what mages do,” he said coldly. “They use their magic to fix anything they don’t like.”
“Like how I’m fixing myself?” she asked.
She felt his hand jerk and start to pull away, but she didn’t let him. “That’s different, Yvette,” he finally said. “You’re only trying to fix yourself. You’re not trying to fix what you see wrong with other people. You--”
“But I’m still a mage. I’m still a person. I still think she was a monster. But...” Her hand squeezed his a little tighter. “I still need you. I’ve told you so many of my own pains and sufferings. All my fears and worries. I’ve leaned on you and you’ve helped hold me up despite all the struggles and dangers. Can’t you just let me be there for you for this?”
His own eyes widened in shock, his mouth falling open as if he wished to speak, but couldn’t find the words. Finally he shook his head and tore his hand back from her. “Yvette, don’t. What I went through and what you’re going through are entirely different things. Besides, mine is in the past, yours is in the future. This isn’t important right--”
“Don’t you dare say it’s not important,” she snapped, cutting him off. “It hurts you. It IS hurting you, right now.”
“It saved our life. It helped me get us away from the--”
“Your resistance did. But it also hurt you. It matters because it matters to you. Gervas. Please. Even if you can’t… at the very least you’re my friend. The best friend I’ve ever had.” She leaned forward, placing a hand on his shoulder and staring up into his eyes. “You’ve been there through so much. You’ve endured so much for me. Even when I tricked you and lied, you still came after me. You still tried to protect me.”
“Tricked me?” he asked.
“In the vault. Even though I poisoned you, you still--”
“You never poisoned me,” he said, cutting her off. His hands reached up and gripped her shoulders. “Yvette. You didn’t… you never...”
She stared at him, cocking her head to the side in confusion. “Yes I did. I put it in your drink and--”
“No, you didn’t,” he said again before giving a sigh. “You’re right. I am incredibly resistant to those kinds of magics. More resistant than my mother or grandmother know. But it’s not as easy when you’re not. It can damage the mind if not dealt with correctly. I need you to stay calm. Please.”
“What do you mean?” she asked, feeling a small rise of fear inside her stomach.
“I need you to stay calm and listen. Trust me. Don’t let yourself panic. It’ll just make things worse. You never poisoned me. I offered to help you. Grandmaster Cecily tampered with your mind. She tampered with mine as well, but it didn’t hold like she expected. That was why I came after you.”
Yvette opened her mouth. She remembered everything that happened, though. She had tricked him into drinking that poison, him and his grandmother. Then she had snuck into the vault herself. She’d had to fight and flee from the grandmaster. The memories were clear as day. “Of course I did. She never--”
“You can remember it all, can’t you? Everything you did?”
“Of course. I--”
“Think back. How many memories do you have like that?”
“What do you mean? I can remember all of my memories. That’s why they’re memories,” she said, struggling to keep the sarcasm out of her voice. The way he was looking at her made her heart pound, though. He looked strange. Angry, but sad.
“How many of them are that vivid? Do you remember who you saw then? Every little detail, what methods you used? Every crack and stone?”
“Of course I can’t rememb--” She stopped when she realized she could. She remembered every single step. She remembered the way she had touched the walls. It was so vivid as if it had happened only a few moments before. She couldn’t even remember what she ate a few days prior, let alone all of the minor details. But everything for that memory was so vivid. It hadn’t faded in the slightest. “I… I do.”
“That’s because she tampered with your mind. Those memories don’t fade. They remain so incredibly locked in until they break,” he whispered.
Yvette felt panic start to rise inside herself. If that wasn’t what happened while she was inside the vault, what HAD? What had she done? She tried desperately to remember, to try and break through the fake memories to find those that were real. She felt a growing pain in her head, as if her brain might explode. Had something better happened? Something worse? Why would the grandmaster have done something like this? What was the point? What had she been forced to--
And then it all seemed to crash down around her when she looked at Gervas, than panic fading. How many years of his life had been taken, stolen from him due to this? How many memories did he have that he had no way of knowing if they were just memorable, or fake? How many times had he had his life twisted around his mother’s finger? What was it like when he discovered the truth, that so much of his life was a lie? She let those worries for herself fade, the pain disappearing with them. Letting go of the memories of what might have happened.
What had it been like to go through life knowing so much of what he knew was fake? She stared at him for a long, long time before she pushed herself in closer and wrapped her arms around his neck, holding him tight. “I’m so sorry.”
“What?” he asked. “I told you, you didn’t poison--”
“Not for that. For all of this. For everything you had to go through. I don’t know what… memories she took from me. But that’s okay, I think. I’ll be okay. I still have you. I don’t know what happened in the vault, but it doesn’t matter. But what you’ve been through, what you’ve had to live through? I can’t imagine how horrifying it must have been,” she whispered, her arms tightening around him. “How horrifying it must still be.”
“Yvette, it’s fine. I’m used to it by now, I don’t--”
“You shouldn’t have to be used to it. Gervas, you don’t always have to take care of everything alone,” she whispered. “You don’t have to take both my burdens and your own. I love you. I love you so much and I don’t want you to have to go through any of this alone ever again.” She felt tears starting to form in her eyes. Not for herself, not even for the fact he didn’t love her. But for the fact he had to go through all of that for so long. Endure a childhood of that kind. No wonder he hated mages. She would have too.
“Yvette, stop, we’re not--”
“Just let me help you. Please,” she said softly. “Just let me help you like you help me. Let me do this one thing for you. Please.”
She felt his hands reach up and push against her shoulders. She tried to resist, but once more he pushed her off him. She felt her heart cracking. Why couldn’t he understand? After all the support and care he had offered her over so long, why couldn’t he see that she just--
Her thoughts were shattered when she felt his lips push against hers. Her mind was awash with a giddy pleasure when she felt him move her slightly, pulling her back to him this time, holding her. Her own arms wrapping around him, holding him close to her. She didn’t know how long the kiss lasted but, when he pushed her back away she realized the light she had made had gone out. It was probably for the best, she wasn’t sure she wanted him to see how deeply her face was burning.
“Yvette,” he said gently, the words like music in her ears.
“Yes?” she asked softly.
“We need to get out of here. Now, before all of the sirens are moving. Once morning comes, it’ll be too late.”
She felt her heart sink. “Right.” He pushed her off him, getting to his feet before pulling her up.
“You have the tears still?”
“Yes,” she said, trying to keep her own tears from falling, now very thankful the light had gone out. The last thing he needed was to see how hurt she was.
“One more thing.”
“Yes?”
“I think I can love someone like you.”
Yvette’s mouth fell open and she felt new tears form, falling for an entirely different reason. She quickly wiped her face with her robe, using her spell to cleanse herself one last time before bringing the light back up. “T-then I guess that means we really do have to get out of here, don’t we?” she asked with a weak chuckle. “Too much to live for now, right?”
“Of course.” His hand wrapped tightly around hers, he lead the way back up the slick steps, towards the echoing, haunting song.
Chapter 16
 
 
 
Yvette didn’t want to let his hand go, but she knew she had to. She could feel the soft, gentle song. The catacombs managed to hinder the magic in it from fully taking effect, but it still sounded so wonderful that she longed to go towards it. She could tell by the way that Gervas had tensed up that he could feel the effects as well, even though his reaction was far different from hers.
The sirens were still searching for them. She had hoped that they would have given up, but there didn’t seem to be any sign of that. Leaving the cavern and heading back onto the beach seemed suicidal. If the song hit her fully, there was no way she could resist it for long. She doubted even Gervas could resist it once they all awoke and wove their song together.
“Yvette, how’s your geomancy?” Gervas asked.
“My geomancy? Ummm… I can throw a rock,” Yvette said sheepishly.
“That’s it?”
“It could be a big rock. But I can’t tunnel us out of here or anything. I could, maybe, given a few days. But it’d likely collapse on us long before I was done.”
Gervas sighed and leaned back against the wall, shaking his head. “Then we don’t have any choice. We’ll have to try to rush it.”
“Rush it? How?” she asked.
“I’ll run. There aren’t too many of them. I can drag you and--”
“It’ll draw me back,” Yvette said softly. “What do you plan to do, try to swim to the next island? While I’m under their spell I’ll be fighting you the whole way. Even worse, it’s so dark out there you’d have no way of knowing if you were even going the right way.”
“It’s better than waiting here. It’s not like we have any other options,” he said, his voice gaining a sharp edge.
Yvette stared at him before giving a soft sigh and then leaned her back against the wall, closing her eyes. Once again she wished she had studied another type of magic more thoroughly. Geomancy would be incredibly useful here. Or even something that could tunnel. Heck, she would settle for something that could throw massive boulders and block off the cave entr--
Her eyes popped open and slowly a smile formed on her face. “Gervas. Sirens are a type of fay, aren’t they?”
“I believe so. Why?” he asked, turning his gaze on her.
“I have an idea. I don’t know how long I can hold it, but I think I can get them to stop singing. At least long enough for us to get out of here. How long do you think you can hold your breath?” she asked, her heart pounding with excitement.
“Long enough.”
“Okay. Then here’s my plan.”
 
------ 
 
Yvette held her breath, staring down the tunnel, the sounds of the singing echoing around her. A large part of her felt foolish for even trying this. But the alternative was dying.  It was their only real option.
Once more she tapped her bracer and new reagents came forward. This time, the bracer turned a dark shade of red as well. She took one more soft breath before her form began to shift and change. She grew taller, wider, her bones thickened and her weight increased dramatically. While it only took a few moments to adopt this new form, she could feel the massive size of it pressing in on her with each moment of the shift.
However, this time, the burning in her core, while there, did not feel nearly as strong. Even more important, the way she saw the world had shifted. She could ‘see’ the song now. Reverberating off the walls of the tunnel. While she could hear it, she couldn’t feel any pull now.
Then again, she supposed that was to be expected. Trolls hunted fay, they devoured magic. To them, the song called them to dinner. So she lumbered forward, towards the source of the song.
Yvette gave a soft pleading to the stars above that her plan would work. That she could just maintain this form long enough. She stepped out from the tunnels and into the rest of the world. It was dark, however she could see the song, waves of magic radiating off from above. It took only a few moments for her to finally see the three glowing creatures that radiated so, singing their song on the beach, slowly walking back and forth. She raced towards the nearest one.
Unfortunately, while her new form could see the magic, it couldn’t see in the moonlight very well. The ground seemed to give out beneath her and she was sent rolling down towards the beach. She tucked in her arms and legs, bouncing along the ground for a few moments before she thumped into something and just stopped. Slowly, she uncurled herself and rose to her feet.
She’d crashed into the beach, creating a small crater in the sand from the force. She marveled at the fact she had barely even felt it. It took her a moment to realize the song had stopped. She looked up and saw the three creatures on the beach. While she couldn’t make out their features through the glow, she could only imagine they were now starring at her. Watching her.
She ran forward, lifting her huge hands towards the nearest one. The song started again, but even this close she couldn’t feel its effects. All it seemed to do was make the creature look more delicious, the magic rising off it in waves.
She was almost upon it before it seemed to realize how much danger it was in. The song stopped and it tried to flee. The other two had turned as well, one fleeing towards the nest above, the other racing towards the sea, both abandoning their songs. The one closest, unfortunately for it, hesitated when choosing a direction. Yvette’s stone-like hand lifted up and came crashing down, striking the creature to the ground, pinning it beneath. Her massive fingers wrapped around the creature, hefting it up into the air.
Slowly she raised it up, looking at it. It glowed with a delicious beauty that made her want to lung forward and take a bite out of it or start to dissolve away its physical form to--
She shook her head before staring back down at the shaking creature. Though she could only barely feel it in her grasp, she could still see it thrashing around wildly, trying to escape her hold.
Off in the distance she could see another, far weaker glow. Gervas. He’d made it down to the beach and was running towards the waterline. He was going to make it.
She then looked back down at the creature in her grasp. With a mighty swing, she hurled the creature up, back towards the caves and its home. It crashed down onto the side of the mountain, bouncing twice before quickly scrambling away to its den.
That burning in her core was slowly growing. Duller than it had been the last time she had adopted this form, but her time was nearing an end. She still had to adopt one final form if she wanted to be able to escape this island, so she had to move quickly.
She saw Gervas across the beach, racing into the water. She lumbered forward towards the depths after him. The song didn’t fill the air, at least not yet. She closed her eyes and dove into the sea, the water crashing against her body. To her surprise, she could barely feel it. The water was calm and she found herself able to go deeper into the water with ease. It was nearly up to her shoulders when, finally, she let her form revert.
Within a few moments she was herself and she could feel just how deep and dangerous the water could be. It felt ice cold against her body, disorienting her. She had all too familiar memories of her near drowning.
She shook her head and tried to focus. That was then, this was now. Gervas was out here as well, she had to take the form of the dragon turtle again. Otherwise they’d both drown.
She touched her bracer with her left hand once more, trying desperately to resist the instinct to swim to the surface. If they were singing again, there would be no way for her to--
Her thoughts were shattered by pain. Something crashed into her and she felt sharp agony in her right arm. She screamed, though the only effect it had was releasing the little air she had left and caused water to flow into her mouth and nose. She thrashed about, trying to grab whatever had latched onto her.
She felt a person’s head. It let her go a moment before she could get a grip of it, though. Then it crashed into her from behind and she felt another sharp stabbing pain in her shoulder. She tried to grab and shove it off, flailing wildly and struggling to get to the surface for air. It pulled away and then slammed into her again, this time shoving her hard and making her crash into the sand below.
The siren that had fled into the sea. She couldn’t see it, but she could feel it now, holding her beneath the water. A few moments later she felt its sharp fangs dig into her body, biting into her left arm. She screamed, though no sound came out through the water.
She had only a few moments to react, but she drew on the training that Gervas had given her over their short time together. This time her left hand managed to get a hold of the creature and it didn’t pull away, instead holding her pinned and biting into her arm. While she couldn’t see it, though, she now knew where it was.
Her right hand drew her dagger. She stabbed into the creature, the first cut barely finding purchase, the second missing entirely, the third partially cutting and the fourth embedding deep. Again and against she stabbed until she felt the teeth in her arm loosen their grip and the creature yanked itself free from her grasp. She could hear a cry of some sort echoing through the water and then felt one last blow, sending her down to the ground, before the monster was off her.
She was still for a moment, gripping the dagger tightly in slowly numbing hands, waiting for another attack. One didn’t come, though. However, between the loss of blood, lack of air and freezing water, she didn’t have much time.
She focused, willing her body to shift, to change one more time. Growing once again, her body forming a protective shell around itself. The wounds, mercifully, felt so much smaller in this far larger form, partially closing. When she returned to herself she’d need to fix them.
But the burning in her lungs quickly faded, as did the numbness caused by the cold. More importantly, she could see even through the murky depths. The siren left a trail of blood behind, leading towards the shore.
Most importantly, she could see Gervas struggling to swim through the water, away from the island. His head was down beneath the waves and his arms moved rapidly.
She moved quickly towards him, soon lowering herself to be underneath him, then raising herself up and out of the water. Once her head rose above the water, she could hear him coughing and gasping for air.
They’d done it. They’d gotten the tear and escaped. It had nearly cost them their lives. But they were one step closer. She felt a thump on her back when her guardian finally just collapsed, panting.
“Let’s just get to the next island and never think about these sirens again.”
She agreed wholeheartedly. If she never heard their deadly song again it would be a dream come true.
Chapter 17
 
 
 
Yvette felt her heart jump when she saw it off in the distance. With her current sight she could see the way the land had begun to curve up, so she knew they were close. But now she could see where an island rose up and out of the water. Away from the sirens. One of the many in the cluster. She put on one last burst of speed. They were almost there.
One last time she beached herself. She felt Gervas jump off her back and then, slowly, began to revert back to her human form.
Almost instantly she felt the sharp pain from the wounds on her body re-opening when she shifted. She laid there on the ground, shaking her head and trying to keep herself conscious. However, even though she was out of the water now, her body was quickly feeling cold and numbness was flowing through her.
“Damn it, Yvette! What happened to you?” Gervas asked, his voice filled with panic. For a moment she thought that the sirens had sung their song again, but she quickly realized he was panicked about her.
“Siren in the water,” she said softly, blinking blearily up at him. “Got me when I transformed. Can you help me bandage up? It’s in my bag. The stuff. The thingies with the wrap. They go on the bleedy parts.”
Gervas quickly opened her robe and grabbed her bag, tightly bound against her side. He opened it after a moment and reached inside, quickly pulling out the tools necessary. “Can you do any healing magic?” he asked.
“I… maybe?” she asked sheepishly, blinking a few times and trying to clear the fog filling her head. “I-I did just turn into a troll and a dragon turtle though, I’m honestly kind of spent. But hey. I didn’t pass out this time! That’s improvement!”
“Why do you always get like this? Can’t you go one week without getting covered in blood and nearly dying?” he asked before pulling his own bag from within hers. “Keep talking. How do you feel?”
“Cold and tired,” she said before shaking her head. “But not that tired. Just exhausted, I guess.”
He nodded, before less than gently rolling her onto her side. She let out a hiss of pain when she felt something rubbing against the bite wounds on her body. “Serves you right. You’re lucky, though. They aren’t deep. A lot of blood. It looks like you won’t be having a near death experience this time. You know, you really are learning as a mage.”
“Oh? Why?” she asked, feeling another jump in her heart beat.
“You’re really getting a lot better at getting torn up. Considering how many times you’ve nearly died from your excessive desire to get stabbed, shot or eaten, this time it’s borderline scrapes,” he teased.
“Oh, yay,” she said with just a hint of sarcasm. “Obviously all your training is paying off. One of these days, maybe I’ll even be able to not nearly die from… whatever,” she muttered, giving a light yawn.
“We’re not done yet. No sleeping,” he said, laying her back down. He then pulled out the bandages and began to, tightly, bind her wounds. “The sirens might come for us still. Can you walk?”
“Maybe. Grudgingly,” she muttered. She felt as if she was freezing and his rather cold hands weren’t doing much to help.
“We’ll need to go deeper inland and start a fire. Or at least get us both dry and bundled up.”
“I’m dry,” she said, though she knew it was a lie. She didn’t even know why she lied, she just felt like being difficult. He merely chuckled.
“You’re damp, at best,” he said before getting to his feet and hauling her up, roughly. He pulled her bag up, pushing it against her shoulder.
“Damp, then,” she said with yet another light yawn, leaning against him. Her legs felt like they’d bend and send her sprawling to the floor at any time, but she tried to ignore it. Instead, she rested her head against his shoulder and tried to, slowly, walk with him.
He was right, though. He was soaked and while transforming had managed to remove most of the water from her own garments and bag, transforming back had caused them to become slightly damp from the water on her dragon turtle form. They both needed to get dry and warm.
Still, even as they began walking inland, away from the island of the sirens, she began to feel her strength returning. She felt exhausted, but it was nothing like the first time she had turned into a troll. “I’m getting stronger,” she said gently.
“Stronger?”
“I couldn’t move for so long after turning into a troll last time. Even with the blood, this was still so much easier,” she said softly, a small grin forming on her lips.
“You’ve been practicing. That’s why you practice.”
“Can’t you praise me a little bit?”
That brought another chuckle from him. “Does it really mean anything if I praise you? I’m not a mage.”
“You’re the only one who’s opinion matters to me,” she said, unable to stop herself. She regretted the words a moment later when he stumbled.
“Yvette...” he said softly, his tone sending little shocks of fear through her.
“Don’t,” she said gently. “You don’t have to say a word. I know. It was an emotional time, what you said to me wasn’t--” Her words were cut off when he suddenly pulled her close to his chest, his lips pressing against hers. Even in the moonlight his eyes seemed to burn into hers, her body shivering for reasons other than the cold now.
“You are incredible, amazing and an example for mages everywhere. Even if you are a bit too reckless and quick to nearly get yourself killed. And I’m not taking those words back. Not now, not ever,” he said once he pulled his lips from hers.
She stared up at him, her legs weak for an entirely different reason now. She tried to speak, but all she could do was make a weak squeaking sound.
He merely chuckled and gave that far too confident and cocky smirk she found both wonderful and infuriating. “And I am very proud of you. Is that enough praise, or would you like some head pats too?” he teased.
“I-I wouldn’t say no,” she said quickly, her heart pounding. Even if their clothes were wet, she didn’t mind anymore.
“Come on, let’s go,” he said with a light chuckle. “We’re going to get as high on this island as we can, then put that bag of yours to good use.”
“Huh?” she asked, glancing down at it, then back out over the island. It was like many of the small islands this further out, barely more than rocks.
“We need somewhere dry and away from the wind. Like it or not, it’s out best option. It’ll be cramped, but it’s our best option.”
It took her a few moments to realize what he meant. “W-wait, you want us to sleep in my bag? You know how dangerous that is? We--”
“It’s better than freezing to death. Our best chance of staying warm. Our--”
“What if it closes on us? We’ll suffocate!” she said quickly, the panic rising in her voice.
“We won’t let it. We’ll lock it open.”
“But--”
“No buts. Yvette, come on. Let’s go,” he said, pulling her further up through the island. “Trust me, I know what I’m doing.”
She struggled to keep up, but felt her annoyance and worry slowly fading. She really hated the idea of sleeping inside her bag, of taking the risk of it closing in any way.
But if he said it’d be fine, that he knew what he was doing, then she couldn’t stop herself from trusting him. From believing in him. She felt her pace picking up, just a little bit.
All they had to do now was make it to Void Island. They could do it. They would do it. She knew they would. She couldn’t keep the smile off her lips. She felt just a little more strength in each of her steps. They were one more step closer to her goal. And her fingers wrapped tightly around his tunic, gripping it.
For the first time since she had begun her journey, though, she was beginning to feel something else. He was okay with her. He could love her. It not only meant that she could be worthy of love like his. But she now felt something else important. Even if she had so much to work for, she didn’t have to put the rest of her life on hold while she worked towards it. That feeling made her feel so much lighter. She nestled her head against his shoulder once more and gave a content sigh.
Even if it was hard, it was okay for her to live her life, not just survive it.
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