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Chapter 1
 
 
 
Yvette couldn’t keep the grin off her lips while she watched Gervas slowly poke at the baking fish. He didn’t glance up for a while, even once he was done he kept himself from looking at her. She knew he noticed, though, because he was doing everything BUT look at her. Even going as far as fiddling with the meager wood they’d scavenged up for the fire. Finally he gave a sigh and glanced up at her. “Yes?” Gervas asked.
“Youuuuu like me,” Yvette said while her grin only got wider.
Gervas gave a soft, exasperated sigh. “Yes, I am quite fond of you. This is true. Anything else?”
“Youuuuu really like me. Youuuu kissed meeeee,” Yvette said, gently rocking back and forth on the rock she was using as a makeshift seat.
“Youuuuu are going to get another sparring session at this rate,” Gervas said with a roll of his eyes, though she could see the corners of his lips twitch as he tried to keep from smiling.
“Dooooon’t care. Got kisses,” Yvette said, still rocking back and forth. “I got a kiss, I got a kiss. Well, two kisses. On top of that, you said you could looooove me,” Yvette said, the grin unmoving from her face, even with the threat of upcoming bruises.
“We also almost got eaten by sirens last night. They could still be out there, you know. You shouldn’t be so calm. You don’t know how large their hunting territory is or what time they become most active,” Gervas said, but she saw the small hints of a smile he was struggling to suppress.
“I’m not too worried,” Yvette said before glancing off over the sea. She could still see the island they had fled in the distance, the one housing the sirens. She’d be happy once they were a further from it. But, for the moment, they were at least far enough from the beach on the small island that they’d be able to see them coming onto the shore before they could sing. Occasionally she could hear soft little notes of music on the air, but it was so distant and faded that if there was any magic in them, she couldn’t feel it. “It’s not like they could really sneak up on us, anyway.”
“Why not?” Gervas asked, glancing up at her with a cocked eye.
“Because we can see the shore from here and I have wards setup further out,” Yvette said. She finally sighed and lowered her eyes. “Okay, so they could, possibly, try a different path. But if they do, you’ll get us out of here. So I’m not too worried. You’ll protect me.”
“Someone has to,” Gervas said, though she finally saw him lose his resolve slightly and a smile formed on his lips. He then pulled one of the fish away from the fire and poked it, before holding it out to her. “Here, eat this. You’ve got a lot of swimming to do today. How’s your cuts feeling?”
“It only hurts when I breathe,” Yvette said with a small grin to match his own before reaching out to take the fish. She glanced down at the bandages on her arms and shoulder. They weren’t soaked through with blood, so compared to some wounds she’d had in the past they couldn’t be too bad. “It’s fine. I’ve had worse.”
“Can you heal them up before we leave?” Gervas asked.
“I probably could, but I’m not sure it’d be smart,” Yvette said before turning away from the island of the sirens and focusing in the opposite direction. The water was filled with dozens of other little islands of varying shapes and sizes rising out from the depths, though most were barren. “I’ll be transforming into a pretty big creature and there’s no telling how long I’ll need to swim for. Conserving my magic might be the best option as I doubt either of us want to be trapped out there in the water when I run out of time. Especially if it turns out anything as bad as those sirens are out there. The cuts aren’t that bad and at least now they’re bandaged.”
Gervas nodded, though he didn’t look pleased by her answer at all.
Yvette slowly leaned in to take a bite of the fish, but paused when she could feel the heat radiating off it. She slowly pulled her mouth back and lightly blew on it. “What’s wrong?” she asked before slowly sliding a little closer to him, inching off her rock and along the ground.
“Just thinking about something you told me once,” Gervas said.
“I’ve said a lot of things to you, which one?” Yvette asked. “Nothing bad, I hope.”
“No, you weren’t the bad one in that case. It really wasn’t fair of me,” Gervas said.
Yvette held up her fish and blew on it a little bit before taking a bite. She let out a light hiss of displeasure at the heat, moving it around in her mouth and trying to cool it off a bit before swallowing. She could feel a little burn on her tongue and now steam was rising out from inside the fish where she had bitten. “Are you beating yourself up over it? Cause there were probably a lot of things you said to me at first that were worth beating yourself up over. You were kind of a jerk. So, which thing in particular?” she asked, inching a little closer.
“I just told you to be a girl all the time, spend all your magic on that,” Gervas said. She started to say something but he held up his hand to stop her. “I know. You told me back then that it took energy, that it would have taken all your energy to do that, leaving you pretty useless as a mage. I’ll be honest, a part of me just thought that was an excuse. But now, well,” he said before looking at her bandaged arms. “You have to do that very thing and because of it, you’re not even able to heal your wounds. I’m sorry. I should have listened more to what you said, rather than just assuming.”
Yvette gave a small nod. “Yeah, probably. You were pretty terrible to me,” she said before taking a small bite of the fish, right on the edge. It wasn’t too hot there at least.
“I know,” Gervas said, a hint of annoyance in his voice, though she suspected it was more towards himself than her.
“Frankly, you drove me off to the point I almost got killed,” Yvette said with a small smile.
“I know,” Gervas said and she could hear the tension in his voice. She knew she shouldn’t, but she had to keep poking just a little.
“Then you almost dragged me back, even cut me off from my magic entirely. Frankly, you treated me like dirt,” Yvette said.
“I know!” Gervas said before whipping his head around to talk to her, but this time she held up her hand for him to be quiet.
“Then you risked everything to help me become myself. You helped me steal the spell I needed to be me, despite the consequences. You risked your life, your reputation, your money, everything and anything you could to help me. You stood by me when nobody else would,” Yvette said. “You were wrong, but you accepted that. You supported me. Nobody else has ever done that like you, nothing more than token acceptance at best.” He opened his mouth to speak but she quickly cut him off. “Even if it was just token acceptance from you at first, it eventually did change. You still helped me and accepted that, at least to me, this was important. So who cares if you were terrible to me at first? Lots of people are terrible to me and they don’t get better. You did. So why beat yourself up over it? I think you’ve more than made up for it by now.” Yvette gave a light shrug. “If you only focus on the things you did wrong or messed up on, you’ll miss out on all the good things you do. Besides, if you make yourself miserable every time you get better, you’ll eventually just stop getting better because it’ll upset you too much.”
Gervas paused for a few moments before sighing and pulling the other fish off the fire, then getting to his feet and stomping the small fire out. “I guess you have some semblance of a point there.”
“Exactly,” Yvette said, puffing out her chest with pride, inching over a little closer while his back was turned. “I’m quite smart, you know.”
“Oh, definitely,” Gervas said quickly. “I’ve been around mages my entire life and you’re definitely one of the smartest.”
Yvette couldn’t help but grin at that compliment before taking another bite of the fish, perfect.
“You manage to come up with new and inventive ways to get yourself hurt, maimed or killed that most of them wouldn’t even have dream of.”
Yvette choked on the fish, coughing and sputtering for a moment before glaring at him. He only smiled at her with a cheeky grin before walking over to sit besides her on the dirt.
“You know, Yvette, if you wanted to sit by me you could have just come over. You don’t have to try and move closer when I’m not looking,” Gervas said with a light chuckle.
“It’s not as fun if you notice,” Yvette said before taking another bite of her fish, before inching just a little closer so she was leaning against his side. “Thanks, though.”
“For what?” Gervas asked. “It’s not that good of fish. Frankly I think I was lucky to catch any.”
“For everything,” Yvette said before resting her head on his shoulder. “You kiiiiissed me.”
Gervas rolled his eyes, though the smile didn’t fade from his lips. “Yes, I did. You were a bit frantic and it was the only way to calm you down.”
“Oh, so if I get upset you’ll kiss me more?” Yvette asked.
“Apparently. I guess I’ll have to accept a life of having to kiss you constantly,” Gervas said with a mock suffering sigh.
“Hey!” Yvette said, glaring at him. “I do NOT get upset that often.”
“You get upset all the time. You’re such a mage,” Gervas said with a smirk.
“And you’re such a man,” Yvette said with a hmph.
“Please, as if you’d know anything about what a man is,” Gervas said.
Yvette couldn’t help it, she started to giggle at that response. “Okay, fine, you win. I can’t come up with anything to beat that.”
“I’ve seen you fight, I’d win every time,” Gervas said. “Hurry up and eat your fish, the sooner we’re out of here, the better. There’s a lot of water to cover and I’d rather never see another siren.”
Yvette nodded, giving a soft content sigh before closing her eyes. She took another small bite of her fish. Even if the wounds hurt and she had to go swimming for a few hours, she didn’t care. As long as she got to be herself and by someone who appreciated it, it was all worth it.
 
------ 
 
Yvette wondered how much longer she’d have to do this for, it felt like she had been swimming for hours. Despite her earlier belief that swimming for such an extended period wouldn’t be so bad, she was quickly regretting it. She could feel Gervas on her back, occasionally directing her and telling her which way to go,  at times even pulling out the map to ensure they were going the right way.
On the up side, the dragon turtle form was getting easier to transform into and maintain with every use and it was so incredibly easy to swim in that she barely felt she was exerting any energy when she swam, aside from maintaining the spell. It only took the smallest flick of her legs and she was propelled through the water with such ease. Even with Gervas on her back it felt as simple as could be. If she ever met the dragon turtle the scale came from she’d have to remember to thank him. Right before running away because, to be honest, she really didn’t want to have to meet anymore undersea monsters after her last encounter with one.
“How are you feeling?” Gervas asked.
Yvette glanced up at him, craning her neck a little to do it. Her shell made it harder, but the form was still capable of having such a wide field of view. She then bobbed her head a little bit in a nod.
“I don’t know what that means,” Gervas said.
Yvette rolled her eyes and then quickly wiggled from left to right a few times, causing him to let out a yelp.
“Okay, point taken!” Gervas said, his hands gripping her shell tightly. “If you need a break, shake your head, if you’re okay then nod.”
She gave another nod, propelling herself through the water with another flick of her legs.
“Okay. So, at our current pace, we should hit another large island soon. We’ll stop there, then I want you to spend a bit of time to heal your wounds. We shouldn’t need much more of your magic from there.”
Yvette kept going, though she wished she could ask him why he didn’t think she’d need it. She waited patiently for him to continue and, sure enough, he started again after a few moments.
“Afterwards, we’ll continue by land for a bit. There’s supposed to be a small settlement on the opposite side of that island, not a very long walk if we go straight there. Shorter if we went at this pace, but I’d rather you conserve your magic and focus on healing yourself, rather than cutting a few hours off our travels,” Gervas said.
Yvette bobbed her head out of the water once, nodding along.
“Depending on when we get to the settlement, see about getting some room and board. Then we can leave first thing tomorrow. Tomorrow is going to be the big one, we’ll be going from island to island and there isn’t going to be any settlements according to the map. And we’ll… we’ll…” Gervas trailed off.
Yvette gave a light snort and then bumped herself up in the water a little bit.
“Hold on,” Gervas said and she could hear him pulling out the map again. “That’s odd. I… think I see it, but it’s not marked like that on the map. Did we go off course?”
Yvette rolled her eyes. She really wished she could talk in this form. She moved her tongue around inside her mouth for a moment and wondered if she actually could. In theory there were a lot of forms that a good mage could speak in, though she’d never had much luck in them. But dragon turtles were said to be able to talk to humans, so she supposed it was at least worth a try. She opened her mouth--
And it promptly filled with sea water before Yvette could close it again. She made a mental note to try once they hit land, but she couldn’t help feeling like an idiot after that. She sunk her head back underwater and tried to focus on anything else other than the idiot she just made of herself. At least Gervas couldn’t tell she had done it.
Yvette almost stopped when she noticed movement out of the corner of her eyes. She turned her head towards it, but it was already gone. She rolled her eyes again and continued on, telling herself that it was either a fish or her imagination. But now she couldn’t shake the feeling that something was watching her. Worse, she found her thoughts focusing on her last underwater encounter with something she didn’t notice until it was too late, the leviathan. She started swimming just a little faster, keeping an eye out for anything suspicious.
Yvette didn’t know how long they had traveled across the sea before she could fully make out their destination, but eventually she could make out an island with a rather large volcano rising out from the water.
The dragon turtle form allowed Yvette incredible underwater vision, allowing her to see all the way to the sea bed far below them, where only a tiny bit of light could pierce through the depths enough to illuminate anything. Far below she could see wreckage, galleons and war ships, shattered and broken on the sea floor. It was too far away to make out any details, but she was fairly certain there were bodies there as well. When she swore she saw one move she quickly tried to focus on anything else before her imagination could get away with her. Some of it was even overgrown with moss so there was no way that anything down there was still living.
“Yvette, take us along the beach for a bit, towards the right,” Gervas said suddenly, once they were far closer to the island and she could make out the shore. She did as he said, though she honestly couldn’t imagine what he was looking for. It looked like any other island to her.
However, after a little bit of swimming her pointed her towards the shore. “Take us over there,”  Gervas said. She finally realized what he was looking for. On the shoreline was what looked, at least to her, like a collapsed small stone tower. It had likely been so tall it could be seen for miles, but was now toppled over onto the beach and forming more pile of rubble than a marking. Gervas reached into her bag and pulled out the map, looking at it once more before glancing up again. “That’s strange.”
Yvette gave a small nod, slowly lifting her head fully out of the water and peering towards the shore. The island itself was far, far larger than any of the ones they had passed so far, seemingly formed around the small volcano. There didn’t seem to be any smoke rising from it, at least, so she hoped it was inactive.
She gave a small shudder when she found her memories brought back to the vault. Any thoughts of that place now just made her cringe, knowing that her memories had been altered and erased filled her with unease. Worse than that, she didn’t even know if that unease was her own feelings of having her mind so forcefully and violently altered, or if it was caused by the spell that had done the alteration in an effort to make sure she didn’t examine the memories too closely.
Yvette began to feel panic rising in her. What if it really WAS an effort to make her not examine the memories closer? What if other memories had been erased? What if days of her journey were lost or people she knew? What if she had lost friends and family to that spell? Was it the first time her thoughts had been altered? The panic only began to rise with each moment’s focus.
Yvette shook her head, drawing a startled yelp from Gervas and forcing him to grip her shell again. “Careful,” he said quickly. 
Yvette tried to apologize, but she really couldn’t yet. However, instead of beaching herself and unshifting, this time she walked up and onto the shore, climbing out from the water and allowing Gervas to hop off her back. She then tried to speak.
When she opened her mouth and let out the words even she struggled to call the sounds she made ‘words’. While it was definitely something that someone might be able to almost call an attempt to speak, they were nowhere near legible for anyone but the most inebriated to even try to decipher. Gervas turned to look at her, concern on his face. “Yvette? Are you okay?”
Yvette sighed, marking that as another failed experiment. Hopefully she’d never need to talk as anything but a human. She started to transform but then paused when she realized something felt wrong. The air felt charged in some way, sending light tingles through her body. Not necessarily bad, but unpleasant. It kind of made her want to turn around and swim away, but she wasn’t sure if it was her imagination or something else.
“Yvette?” Gervas asked again, shaking her from her thoughts. “What’s wrong?”
Yvette shook her head and slowly she ended the spell, her body reverting back to her normal, human form. With it, the tingling feeling stopped. It seemed it was her imagination afterall. She let out a soft sigh before grinning up at him. She was a little damp, but nothing too bad. To her delight, her bandages didn’t come unbound once her form ended, remaining tightly on her body once they appeared. Alas, while the bindings didn’t re-open, the wounds had and were sending fresh aches through her. “Fine. I was seeing if I could talk while in that form.”
“I see. It was…” Gervas struggled for a moment, seemingly trying to find the correct word. He finally sighed and shook his head. “Terrible.”
“Yeah, it was a first try. I’ll get better eventually.” Yvette said with a light chuckle before glancing to the collapsed tower. “So this is it? Sure there are still people here?”
“The tower is on the map,” Gervas said softly. “But the map didn’t show it as a volcano. Unless we traveled almost four times the distance we should have today, it shouldn’t be one.”
Yvette nodded, staring up at it. “Well, it’s not like a volcano can just come out of the…” She trailed off for a moment, staring up at the cliff side. Something about it seemed off. “You say the map didn’t show it?”
“No,” Gervas said, crossing his arms. “It’ll take longer for us to get to the settlement, though. I was hoping we’d be there before noon and could resupply before taking the rest of the day to relax before we continued on. But I’m not even sure we’ll make it there today now.”
Yvette nodded, eyeing a tree that seemed to be partially dangling off the side of the volcano. It hadn’t grown that way, had it? The tree itself looked half dead. She then glanced towards the collapsed tower, it didn’t look very old at all. As if it had only recently collapsed. She reached over to touch her bracer, small dots appearing on it to show the activation of her reagents. She then partially shifted, just her eyes this time, into those of a troll.
Once she could see the world in the colorless way that the troll did, the magic in the air became visible. More importantly it was apparent just how thick the magic was in the air. It wasn’t very strong, but it was all over the place, a clear sign of powerful magic having been done recently. The volcano was practically glowing with it. She quickly ended the spell.
“The volcano wasn’t here before,” Yvette said with a smile.
“What do you mean, it wasn’t here?” Gervas asked. “A volcano doesn’t just--”
“Spring up out of the ground unless a powerful geomancer makes it? No, it doesn’t,” Yvette said, unable to make herself sound anything but giddy. “And yet, there’s a ton of magic in the air. There was some pretty incredible magic going on. It might not even be a volcano, there’s no smoke. This tower fell over recently, too, judging by the looks of it.”
Gervas sighed and gave her a bewildered look. “Why do you sound excited by this?”
“Who WOULDN’T be excited?” Yvette asked. “Someone did a spell of some kind to create a whole mountain! Imagine the magic that took. No, I bet it was a whole group of mages! Just imagine what kind of--”
“It’d be a part of the Mage’s Associating,” Gervas said, cutting her off.
Yvette felt all of her excitement come to a crashing halt, the smile wilting from her lips. “Oh. Right. I… guess something like that would be the Mage’s Association, wouldn’t it?”
“Exactly. If they’re doing some kind of experiment out here, the last thing we want to do is risk you getting caught up in it,” Gervas said before he turned and started walking. “Come on.”
Yvette gave a small nod, walking behind him, though her mood was now deflated. She couldn’t help but glance up at the volcano, possibly just a flat mountain, none the less. What could be the reason for making such a thing? It couldn’t be for defense, the amount of magic that would be needed to make something like that would take time and power. Perhaps there was something underground and it was a byproduct. Or maybe, she thought with regrowing excitement, it wasn’t the Mage’s Association at all. Perhaps it was a dragon or some other powerful magical creature.
Yvette didn’t understand how Gervas couldn’t be at least a little excited, there was no telling what they’d discover when they got to the settlement.
Chapter 2
 
 
 
Yvette felt her heart pounding harder with every step they took, though she knew it was such a silly and small thing to get so excited over. She just couldn’t help herself from getting a silly grin on her face the longer it continued. She’d never thought such a thing would happen, but now it was.
Gervas and her were holding hands while they walked.
“Is this really that big a deal?” Gervas asked. “I’ve held your hand plenty of times.”
“No, you’ve taken me BY the hand, that’s different,” Yvette said in an almost singsong tone. “This is entirely different.”
“It’s really not,” Gervas said with a small shake of his head. “It’s holding hands.”
“It’s different. Kind of. I think. Can I please just have this?” Yvette asked before glancing over at him.
Gervas chuckled and gave a small nod. “Very well, as you wish.” He gave her hand a tight little squeeze.
Yvette couldn’t help feeling her cheeks getting hotter. His hands were bigger than hers, though that wasn’t much of a surprise. They were definitely stronger, a bit harder as well. While she had spent most of her life training with pen and spell, the callouses on his fingers from sword training felt rough against her skin. Not bad, though. In fact, when he held her hand she felt as if nothing could tear her away from him. As if the whole world would fade away and he still wouldn’t let her go. She gave a soft, gentle sigh and closed her eyes to enjoy the moment. Reality responded to her enjoyment by having a rock shift underfoot, making her shriek and nearly toppling over. He quickly moved to catch her, twisting around so his other hand gripped her shoulder and held her up. “Yvette? Can you please be careful.”
“Sorry,” Yvette said, staring up at him. “I just got a bit lost in the moment.”
“Lost in the… it’s just us holding hands,” Gervas said, his voice actually flustered.
“Yes, but you’re doing it with me! Willingly! And I never thought I’d be allowed something like that,” Yvette said, her cheeks going even redder.
Gervas sighed and shook his head. “It’s not that rare, lots of girls... oh,” he said, staring at her for a long moment. “Right. Yeah, okay, I guess that makes sense. Sorry. Just please be careful. If you get yourself killed getting ‘lost in the moment’, there won’t be any more moments. Understand?”
Yvette nodded. “I will. You worry too much, though. You act like I don’t know what I’m doing.”
“Do you ever?” Gervas asked with a small, teasing grin.
“I always do,” Yvette said quickly before cutting him off before he could say anything. “Just because I make terrible decisions all the time doesn’t mean I don’t know they’re terrible decisions. But that’s where all the fun stuff happens.”
Gervas let out a quick laugh then, covering his mouth and shaking his head. “Okay, that one I will give you. It certainly is a very mage-like method of going through life.”
Yvette nodded, giving his hand another squeeze. She then moved in a little closer, bumping her shoulder against his arm. “I never did think this would happen, though.”
“Why?” Gervas asked, glancing over at her.
“I mean, I’m me. I didn’t think anyone would everwant to. With me. Or think of me in a way like that, you know?” Yvette said.
“You know, I’ve never really talked with you much about that. What was it like, growing up where you did? Especially once you found out about all of this?” Gervas asked.
Yvette went quiet for a moment as she thought back to how her first experiences there had been. “It was a life,” she said. “Sometimes good, sometimes bad. I was incredibly unhappy when I first got there, though.”
“You were?” Gervas asked. “I figured you would have been overjoyed to find out you were going to learn magic.”
Yvette shook her head and squeezed his hand. “Not quite. When I first went there, it felt like my family was disowning me. My brothers all got to stay home, so I didn’t understand why I was being sent away. Now I’m pretty happy about it. But when I first got there I kept hoping Master Betan would send me away and decide I wasn’t worth the effort. I tossed things, broke things, intentionally messed up spells.”
Gervas cringed, shaking his head. “That sounds dangerous.”
“It was, sometimes. But Master Betan was incredibly patient with me. Stern, but patient. Whenever I messed up, he’d just start again and make me keep trying it. I’m pretty sure he knew I was messing up on purpose, but he didn’t give up on me,” Yvette said.
“You sound like you miss him,” Gervas said.
“I do,” Yvette said.
“But you said he never really accepted you,” Gervas said.
“Oh, no. He never even gave me a real chance to be me,” Yvette said, squeezing his hand again. “And I don’t think I’ll ever be able to make him understand. But other than that he was a pretty good teacher. Strict, stubborn, always thought he knew what was best.”
“Oh, a stubborn mage, can’t imagine what that must be like to deal with,” Gervas said with a teasing tone.
Yvette stuck her tongue out at him before rolling her eyes. “But other than that, he was pretty great. I always thought if I could just say the right words to him, if I could just get him to, just once, try and understand I could make him get it. I could make him see why it was so important to me.”
“That can be hard,” Gervas said. “Sometimes there are just people who, no matter what you say, no matter how hard you need them to, they won’t listen to you.”
“Yeah,” Yvette said gently. “When we first started he thought I was going to be a fire mage, I think he’d always been a fan of it. It wasn’t really his specialty, but it was a useful type of magic. But well, I almost burned the tower down a half dozen times. I can do a few decent fire spells, but I think we both know what my specialty is by now.” She gave his hand a little squeeze and felt tears on the edge of her eyes. She quickly tried to blink them away. “Do you think he’ll finally understand once this is all over? Once I’m a girl? Why I had to do this? Or will I always just be the student who went fallen on him?”
“Do you want the honest answer or the good answer?” Gervas asked.
“Honest,” Yvette said, though she really wished it was anything but.
“No, I don’t think he will,” Gervas said. “I’d love to say he would understand eventually, but if you’ve lived with him so long and been trained by him, yet he was still unwilling to see Yvette? I don’t think his mind will ever change.”
Yvette nodded, though the thought of it made her heart sink into her stomach. “I know it’s silly, but I just…” Her hand tightened around his. “I just want him to know me. Yvette. He was so patient with me. Even after I messed up spells or when I couldn’t figure out how certain spells worked, he always helped me with them. Even when my family wanted nothing to do with me, even when they all but dumped me on his footsteps, he still took care of me and he was pretty much the closest thing to a parent I had. I just want him to get to know me. Is that so wrong?” Yvette asked, leaning up against him again.
Gervas shook his head. “I don’t think so. He was your mentor and you depended on him for most of your life. It’s only natural that you’d want him to be there for you when all is said and done. But you can’t go through your life looking for acceptance from the people who will never give it to you.”
“I know. It’s still hard, though. How about you? Did you have anyone like that?” Yvette asked.
Gervas frowned, looking thoughtful for a few minutes. “A few. I think.”
“You think?” Yvette asked.
Gervas sighed and she felt his hand tighten slightly around hers. “Sometimes pieces of my childhood are a little hard to entirely remember. It’s hard to tear away which pieces are real and which ones aren’t. I really don’t want to talk about it.”
“But you should--”
“Yvette,” Gervas said quickly, cutting her off. “Don’t. Just don’t, please.”
Yvette stared at him for a few moments before giving a small nod. Maybe eventually he’d be able to talk to her about it, but forcing him wouldn’t be right. However, there was something she could ask about. “Fine, let’s talk about something else. What would you say your most interesting job was?”
“Most interesting job?” Gervas asked.
“Well, you’ve done a lot of mercenary work, haven’t you? You must have done something pretty interesting now and again. Soooo, what was the most interesting one?” Yvette asked.
“Probably keeping you alive,” Gervas said before giving her a cheeky grin.
“You know what I mean,” Yvette said, glaring at him.
“Well, we did a job for a dragon once. That was kind of interesting,” Gervas said.
Yvette stopped, staring at him for a long moment. He kept walking, only stopping when he almost pulled her over with him. “What?” he asked.
“You did a job for a DRAGON?” Yvette asked. “Why am I only hearing about this now?”
“Because that was the most interesting part of it,” Gervas said.
“That’s a pretty interesting part! What do you mean? What did you do? Fight another dragon? Locate some ancient--”
“It was guard duty,” Gervas said with a roll of his eyes. “No, not even that. Guard theater. We were basically just there to put on a grandiose display.”
“You met a dragon and all you did was guard duty?” Yvette asked.
“It was good pay and we didn’t have to fight anything. It was mostly just a march and looking impressive. And I didn’t really meet the dragon, I more just saw them from afar when they flew overhead.”
Yvette let out a low, annoyed groan. “That’s so boring, how do you meet a dragon and just see it?”
“That’s what a lot of our work was,” Gervas said with a light chuckle. “Well, the good work. Other work was usually boring, terrifying or just plain terrible due to the weather. It wasn’t nearly as exciting as a few months tending to the needs of random mages who try to get themselves killed.”
“Okay, how about that. Why did you stop?” Yvette asked. “Mercenary work, I mean. Why become leave it all behind? Did something-- ow, ow ow,” she said, almost dropping when his hand squeezed hers so tight she worried it might break.
Gervas quickly let her hand go. “Sorry. I don’t want to talk about it,” he said quickly. “Are you okay?”
Yvette shook her hand a few times, eyeing him suspiciously. He was walking faster now, making her struggle to keep up. “Gervas? What’s wrong?”
“A mission went poorly. Most the fighting company fell apart and so I left,” Gervas said firmly. “Everyone went their own separate ways. I had a few connections that I used, called in some favors. From there, this line of work just worked for me. That’s it.”
Yvette nodded, though she suspected there was more to it than that. But pushing him further wouldn’t do her any good. Worse, judging by how fast he was now walking, pushing for any more answers would only anger him. So for now, she’d let it go. But she’d find out one day, she was sure.
Chapter 3
 
 
 
Yvette lightly poked the bandage on her arm and let out a soft hiss of pain.
“Why do you touch it if it’s going to hurt?” Gervas asked, glancing up from his small meal of dried travel rations.
“Shut up,” Yvette said, her cheeks going red.
“Such a mage,” Gervas said with a roll of his eyes. “’Hmmm, this hurt before. I wonder if it’ll hurt if I poke it again. Oh, it does, well, what if I do it a third time.’”
“Experimentation is an important facet of the life of a mage,” Yvette said in as haughty a tone as she could manage. “Besides, once is normal, twice is coincidence and third time is fact.”
Gervas gave a light chuckle before shaking his head. “I don’t know how you’ve managed to stay alive this long.”
“You’ve helped,” Yvette said before eyeing the bandages and wondered if she should use some of her magic to heal them now. She barely noticed the pain anymore, except when she poked it. But she also wanted to conserve her magic in case it turned out there was something bad going on and they needed her powers.
“It’s quiet,” Gervas said after a while.
“Huh?” Yvette asked.
“There’s no birds,” Gervas said. “Since we’ve gotten here, it has been too quiet.”
Yvette perked up, a grin on her lips when she realized she could explain that easily enough. “Oh, that’s easy!” she said quickly. “It’s the magic.”
Gervas paused for a few moments before looking up at her. “What?”
“Magic,” Yvette said once more. “It’s in the air. Whatever spell they used to create this mountain still has a lot of magic lingering in the air. I imagine any animals that were near it when it happened just left. Flying to another island likely wouldn’t be that hard.”
“And anything that can’t fly?” Gervas asked.
Yvette paused and looked around. She hadn’t actually considered that. It wasn’t a very big island, though. Did it have a lot of land based animals? Would they have tried to swim to another island to get away from this? “I don’t know,” Yvette said. “There might not have been any? Or maybe when we get closer to the settlement we’ll see more of them?”
“It’s not only that, though,” Gervas said before motioning further down the beach. While they weren’t very thick or leaf covered, there were a few trees rising out from the ground and some that had been toppled over or still attached to the new mountain. Just like the trees near where they had come ashore. Unfortunately, she didn’t see anything else.
“Trees?” Yvette said.
Gervas shook his head before motioning towards the ground again.
“I really don’t see anything,” Yvette said.
Gervas gave a soft sigh. “It’s wet.”
Yvette stared at him for a long, long few seconds and wondered if he was an idiot. Of course it was wet, they were on a beach. Still, she eyed the area he motioned to a bit more. Now that he mentioned it, it did seem a bit odd. The sand had was wetter in a long line up to the shore, with some of the sand pushed aside. The water didn’t go up that far, either. “Oh. That’s…”
“Someone came out of the water at some point,” Gervas said. “Recently, too.”
Yvette nodded, staring at the edge of the water before looking back out into the sea. She didn’t see anything, though. But she quickly thought back to the sunken vessels below the waves. What if they--
“Sirens,” Yvette said suddenly, giving a soft shudder. “Do you think they come this far up? They might not notice the magic in the air or, if they do, it might not disturb them like it does other animals. Maybe this mountain was created to deal with them.”
“Possibly,” Gervas said. “Seems a bit excessive, but when have mages ever shown restraint?”
Yvette rolled her eyes before glancing back towards the water’s edge. Whatever had come here couldn’t have come out that long ago. If it had been a siren, wouldn’t they have heard it by now? “What do you think it is?”
“No idea. But we’re going to try and see if we can follow any trail it left,” Gervas said. “Heal your arm before we go. If it’s something dangerous, I want you at your peak, physically.”
Yvette nodded, her stomach now doing little jumps even when she down the last of the dried meat that constituted her lunch. Their little ‘break’ from all that walking didn’t feel nearly long enough anymore and she only felt more aware of how tired she was from walking for hours. She tapped her bracer to activate the reagents before pushing her hand over the wound and letting her magic knit the wound closed. “I miss Redwood and Chestnut.”
“Here I didn’t think you liked riding much,” Gervas said, his eyes seemingly focused on his meal once more. She suspected he was watching the treeline out of the corner of his eyes. “I remember your first few days being quite rough.”
“That was then,” Yvette said curtly. “Besides, it used to be really nice. You and I would ride for the day, then we’d practice, then we’d ride some more, then--”
“We’d almost get killed by trolls, or bandits, or bears, or a necromancer, or--”
“Point taken,” Yvette said, a small smile on her lips. She inched a little closer and leaned against him. “So we run into trouble a lot. I miss being able to ride into it rather than walking around it.”
“How’s your arm?” Gervas asked.
“Better,” Yvette said. “Still a bit tender, but I’ll live. I used as little magic as I could on it.”
“It shouldn’t still be tender,” Gervas said with a slightly exasperated sigh.
“I’m not a healing mage,” Yvette said. “I turn into bears. I don’t fix bears. Entirely different things.”
“How long did it take you to learn that spell to begin with?” Gervas asked.
Yvette felt her cheeks going a little redder. “Well, err, the healing one? Not that long. A week or two?”
“I see,” Gervas said before glancing towards her arm. “Your master wanted you to learn a wide range of things, then? Outside of your specialty?”
Yvette nodded. “Yes.”
“Seems useful, how long did it normally take to learn something new?”
“Ehhhhh, the basics usually a week or two. Not counting all the practice and alterations of the spells. Really, the first bit of magic was the hardest, figuring out how to use my magic and feel it outside of my body. After that it wasn’t nearly as difficult.”
“Really? How long did that first part take?” Gervas asked.
“It took me almost a month to figure out that part,” Yvette said, her cheeks going a little red at that admission. “He did this little thing where he’d put a leaf on my hand and try and get me to move it with just my magic.”
Gervas gave a light chuckle, earning a glare from her. “Sorry,” he said. “I couldn’t help myself. I’m just surprised it took you a month to get that figured out. I thought the first lessons were supposed to be the easiest for more mages.”
Yvette’s cheeks red and she gave a nod. “I wasn’t really trying that hard, I was just really upset and barely trying. That was then, now I’m much better. I can do all kinds of magic. See?” Yvette said before thrusting out her right hand and causing a small trail of smoke and flame to follow it through the air. “It’s not entirely unheard of for it to take that long at that age.”
“Still, a month?” Gervas asked in a teasing tone. “I didn’t imagine you to be a late bloomer.”
“Oh? Okay, you learned some magic. How long did it take YOU to learn your first spell?” Yvette asked before instantly regretting the question.
Gervas had gone entirely still and his eyes locked with hers. Judging by how wide his eyes had gone, she had a feeling she knew what he was going to say before he said it. “The method I was taught under was different. Less than an hour, though.”
Yvette took a slow, deep breath. Already her mind was going through a dozen different methods by which Gervas might have been taught. Less than an hour? None of those methods seemed particularly pleasant. When someone could so easily mess with the mind, altering thoughts and memories, implanting the basics such as this would probably be easy. The very idea of doing such a thing made her feel slightly ill. 
Yvette couldn’t help feeling thankful that her teacher had favored such a hands off approach when she’d first started. A part of her wondered if he had believed it to be the best method or if he just hadn’t wanted to train her at all in the beginning and so putting a leaf in her hand until she could make it move was the best he had been willing to put the effort in for. Then again, she supposed he had taken a bit of time each time to also teach her how to read all of those different books, as well as different methods to study the magic itself, how rituals worked and countless other little things. Even when she’d been so certain he’d send her home any day now as her magic talent had been entirely non-existent.
Now that Yvette thought about it, she couldn’t remember any time that he had used such a hands off approach to teaching her past her first lessons. Yvette felt her cheeks turning a little redder as she began to wonder if the method wasn’t actually just the one her master had chosen because it had given her time to be alone and rest without having so much new knowledge tossed into her face. How many times had she just laid in bed, exhausted and her head hurting from all the different things that had been crammed into it? How many times had she been so thankful to see him go just because it meant she would be alone and missing home without him there to make it worse?
“I’m an idiot,” Yvette said, shaking her head.
“I’d probably say reckless, but not idiotic,” Gervas said. “Just because you were a slow learner doesn’t make you an idiot. Everyone learns at their own pace.”
“I didn’t mean that,” Yvette said, her cheeks burning once more. “You know, it’s not entirely unheard of for mages to take a while to learn such things.”
“Of course it’s not,” he said in a teasing tone. “Just rare.”
Yvette rolled her eyes before glancing towards the treeline. Now that they were sitting in silence again, she found her mind wandering back towards the water. It had been a nice distraction, but it only worked so well. “Are you scared?”
“Scared? Why would I be scared?” Gervas asked.
“Because it could be anything. It might be the sirens,” Yvette said.
“But probably not,” Gervas said. “There’s any number of other things it could be. Might even have been a person and I was worried over nothing.”
“A person? All the way out here?” Yvette asked with a snicker. “What would someone be doing all the way out here?”
“It’d hardly be the first time someone decided to sneak off for a few hours to go for a swim away from the prying eyes of home. Maybe there was a boat out there as well. There are any number of a thousand things. But for now, I want to make sure we take it as carefully as possible. You ready?”
Yvette nodded, though she couldn’t shake the feeling that something was wrong. It could have been any of a number of things. But she bet it wasn’t. Whatever it was wouldn’t be like the animals that were avoiding the island now. So all she could imagine were the countless monsters that resided under the water’s depths. Waiting and watching. She gave a light shudder when she imagined monsters out there, right now, watching and waiting to strike.
Chapter 4
 
 
 
Yvette felt a growing unease in her stomach as they walked along the shore. Whatever had left that small trail had disappeared entirely and, despite Gervas’ best efforts, he couldn’t find the trail again. Worse, she could feel that tingly sensation on her skin even when she wasn’t transformed. It felt as if the air itself was pulsing with magic of some kind, warning her to leave. She didn’t even want to imagine what she would see if she looked through the eyes of a troll, but whatever magic had been done here seemed far more recent than her initial assumptions. The closer they got to the settlement, the stronger it became. A part of her wanted to head out into the water and take the form of the dragon turtle again, to head to a different island.
The weather was quickly taking a turn for the worse as well. The thin clouds in the sky were beginning to thicken and grow darker, perhaps a warning of a coming storm to go with the slowly sinking sun. To top it all off, the beach seemed to grow wider as the vegetation seemed to retract, deeper into the island. Along the edge she could see the occasional stump or toppled tree, but it looked as if the beach itself had been cleared out more and more.
Yvette suspected Gervas was feeling the same way she did, as he would occasionally reach down to grip his sword, likely to ensure it was still there. He’d occasionally turn his head towards the trees as well, eyeing them.
“Are you worried we’ll get ambushed again?” Yvette asked. “Or trying to decide if we should hide and keep out of view?”
“Both,” Gervas said before glancing back at her. “Look at you, you’re learning.”
“More like becoming paranoid,” Yvette said with a roll of her eyes.
“Okay then, let’s see how many of my lessons have paid off,” Gervas said. “What threats or signs of trouble can you notice just by looking around?”
Yvette sighed before she looked around again. She felt worry begin to flood her when she realized a few things she had missed originally. “The sand has stuff under it, it’s oddly bumpy. Lumpy? Big? I don’t know the right word. There are some burnt pieces of wood sticking out between some of the rocks too, but old. Like there was a lot of stuff here recently, but it was either buried or became buried,” she said before glancing towards the water. She squinted for a moment before pointing out towards it. “There’s something sticking out over there as well, in the water. I think wood? Maybe it’s just a rock formation, I don’t know.” She glanced around for a few more moments. “I think that’s it.”
“Still no sign of any birds,” Gervas said before motioning up. “No signs of anything coming out of the water, either.”
“Not that I wasn’t already anxious or anything,” Yvette said with a soft sigh.
“That’s probably for the best, anxiety can keep you alive,” Gervas said. “There’s some signs of wreckage here, but it’s very old. Nothing fresh and a lot of it is worn away or almost.”
“Want me to try and look through around with the eyes of a troll again?” Yvette asked.
“Yeah, try that,” Gervas said.
Yvette nodded before once again she tapped her bracer to activate her reagents and then began to slowly change her eyes. Everything was so dark and gray, but the magic in the air was so much thicker than it had been before. It moved in bursts and waves, much like the song of the siren. Except, in this case, it was more wild and erratic. On top of that, there were strange, stronger waves that seemed to be traveling through the air wildly, interrupting the others. After a few moments she ended the spell and the world returned to its normal form. She blinked a few times before shaking her head. “There’s definitely some kind of magic in the air, but it’s not as strong as the siren’s. But there’s new magic as well. Something is definitely going on. Some of it is like the siren’s magic, but not quite the same. Weaker and more erratic.”
“What do you mean ‘like it’?” Gervas asked.
“It’s kind of shaped like it. If that makes sense?” Yvette said. “Like waves in the air, going out. But it’s weak, erratic. It’s not focused and a lot harder to see. It’s kind of radiating from, I think, that way,” Yvette said before pointing towards the direction they were heading. “Identifying magic by sight isn’t exactly something I learned until recently so I couldn’t say what any of it means.”
“So not a consistent spell? Nothing focused?” Gervas asked.
Yvette shook her head. “Not that I could see. No wards, no enchantments, nothing. It was pretty normal for an after effect, I think. It might be that there are just smaller spells being done to go with this.”
“Then let’s be careful and keep to cover when we go forward,” Gervas said.
Yvette nodded and followed after him. A part of her wanted to tease him for being so overly cautious again. But a much larger part of her wanted to beg him to just leave the island and go somewhere else. To even say he wasn’t being cautious enough. While she had originally been super excited to find out about the reasons for the mountain, this was all starting to creep her out. She found her eyes drawn back to the water and whatever that thing was sticking out from it.
It was so far away she couldn’t make it out at all, she supposed it could have been a rock formation of sorts. Or it could be a sunken vessel of some kind. Or something else entirely. It hadn’t drawn the eyes of the troll, though, so it at least wasn’t magical.
Yvette gently reached down and stroked her finger along the grip of her knife, reminding herself that it was there. She had her magic, she had her knife, she had Gervas. They’d be fine. She hoped. But it didn’t feel like it would be fine anymore. Now it felt more like something was wrong and it was sending off every instinct she had that something was terribly wrong and she just couldn’t put her finger on why. She hoped when they finally made their way to the settlement it would all prove to have been an overreaction.
 
------ 
 
Yvette felt like an idiot for allowing herself to get so nervous. The sun had almost begun to set when, finally, the small village could be seen off in the distance. Despite her worry about something going bad or attacking them, everything seemed entirely fine. The village itself was surrounded by  walls, likely to keep out animals. She could even see a pier, with three vessels docked at it for the moment. She could even make out a few people through the open gates and on the pier.
The mountain had sprung up a few hundred feet south of it and, even from here, she could see where part of the wall around the village had collapsed and a few of the buildings near it as well, leaving piles of rubble on the ground.
Everything about the village seemed natural. She could even see a banner hanging from one of the ships, a strange golden phoenix over a red background. It looked kind of familiar but she couldn’t remember where she had seen it. Aside from the lack of animals in the area, it seemed entirely normal and mundane, the same as any other village she’d ever seen.
Yvette was a few steps ahead when she realized that Gervas had stopped. She glanced back at him and almost asked why he stopped, until she saw the look of alarm on his face. “What’s wrong?” she asked.
“That,” Gervas said before pointing to the banner. “That’s the symbol of the Eterna Empire.”
Yvette blinked a few times, struggling to remember them. Eterna Empire? The name was vaguely familiar, but she couldn’t quite fit it. The sense of dread began to build up once more, only to come crashing down when she realized where she’d heard the name. It took all she had to avoid snickering. “Wait, you’re kidding, right? Eterna Empire? As in the ‘Reborn Empire’?” she asked. “Why are you worried?”
Gervas turned to look at her then for a moment before shaking his head. “Of course. Mage, right. Okay, Yvette. Tell me, what do you know about the Reborn Empire?”
Yvette rolled her eyes, but decided to play along. She already had a feeling how this was going to play out, though. Gervas was, once again, being overly paranoid. Not that she could blame him, she had been getting paranoid herself. She imagined he was rubbing off on her. “They’re a joke,” she said. “They call themselves an ‘empire’, but they’re a tiny little island nation just south of the main continent. At best. They can’t use reagent magic and won’t have anything to do with the Mage’s Association. As such, they’re one of the weakest nations in the world, the fact they even still exist is because of where their nation is located and the many undead threats other nations would have to go through to even come near them. There was also something about a phoenix in their history, but Betan kind of skipped a lot of that part since they weren’t really pivotal in my studies.”
Gervas stared at her for a few moments before finally sighing and reaching a hand up to pinch the bridge of his nose and shake his head as if trying to remove a growing headache. “Of course. I should have expected this.”
Yvette narrowed her eyes. “Gervas, what is that supposed to mean? They’re--”
“You’re close, but not quite. Yes, they are weaker than most other nations and, while it is true that they do not get along with the Mage’s Association, that is not a good reason for us to go anywhere near them,” Gervas said.
Yvette nodded and turned back towards the town. “Well, we’ll just go in and resupply and--”
“Yvette, you don’t get it. It’s not that they don’t reagent magic. It’s that they see it as a cursed, foul thing. They see mages like you as a curse on the land, to be purged,” Gervas said coldly.
Yvette would have kept going or even laughed at the idea of it, but he sounded so serious she couldn’t help but wonder if maybe he wasn’t over reacting this time. “You mean because I’m fallen?”
“No,” Gervas said quickly. “The magic you use is antithetical to everything they do and believe. If they find out what you are, they will try to kill you. I don’t even know how they got an outpost out here.”
Yvette shook her head and gave a soft sigh. “Gervas, are you sure you’re not over reacting? While I understand the caution, I think maybe you’re taking this a little too far this time. So what if they have a little--”
Gervas suddenly charged right at her and lunged, slamming bodily into her, knocking them both to the ground. For a moment she was confused, until she heard a few light thumps and saw a pair of arrows quivering in the ground a few feet past where she had been.
Thankfully, Gervas didn’t hesitate. He was back on his feet a moment later, sword in his right hand, his left grabbing her arm and bodily dragging her out of the way. She heard another light thump when an arrow hit where she had been a moment ago, only for another to graze past her shoulder, only narrowly missing. Gervas yanked her back and away, taking cover behind one of the thin trees.
“Is it them? What’s going on? Why are they attacking us?” Yvette asked, any thoughts of him overreacting promptly destroyed in the wake of nearly being impaled. She made a mental note to never question him for over reacting again. At least, not for a day or two. At least an hour.
“I don’t know, maybe. I just saw a glint before I tackled you,” Gervas said. “They’re over there somewhere, though. I don’t know where.”
“What’s the plan?” Yvette asked.
“Try and figure out where they are before we end up getting killed,” Gervas whispered. “Then get them first.”
Yvette blinked a few times and felt her cheeks going red when she realized how close he was holding her. Dangerous situation or not, she couldn’t help but feel a little happy being protected like this. She tried to push that thought aside, but despite herself it refused to be ignored, instead rising up the harder she tried to push it away. Of all the times for her to feel overly romantic this was definitely the worst. “So, uhhh, what do you want me to do?”
“Do you know any spells that can help?” Gervas asked.
“Only if you want me to be bait,” Yvette said. “I mean, I think I could, mostly, make myself resistant to the arrows. That wouldn’t be too hard.”
Gervas turned and looked at her as if she was insane. “What have I told you about being reckless?”
“Would you rather wait until they kill us?” Yvette asked before tapping on her bracer. The small dots appeared across its surface, the reagents coming to life. “If I can lure them out, can you find them?”
“That’s dangerous. You could--”
“We’ll die if we just wait here until they find a better position to hit us, right?” Yvette asked. “We don’t even know how many of them there are. Just trust me to be okay and I’ll trust you to find them. Or we could just surrender. Or run away and hope they’re worse shots than they seem.”
“Something tells me they wouldn’t accept your surrender,” Gervas said with a sigh. “Just be careful, okay?”
“When am I ever not? Don’t answer that,” Yvette said when he opened his mouth. She gathered her magic once more, letting it flow through the reagents and whispering the incantation as softly as she could. Bit by bit she felt her skin shifting. For a moment she considered covering her body entirely in scales.
But that would be too obvious. If they noticed what she was doing, they might not be distracted by her. Worse, they might ignore her and go after Gervas. She needed to make herself good prey. She focused on the scales of the dragon turtle, slowly covering her skin with them, as small and subtle as she could over the parts of her body that weren’t hidden by her clothes.
It wouldn’t be perfect, though. The scales weren’t nearly formed thick enough to fully protect her, at least she doubted they were. But it would hopefully be enough to dampen any hits. She let out a silent plea to the heavens that if she was struck, they’d hit her where the scales were thickest and hidden.
Yvette then ran out from cover, fleeing away from where they had been hiding. An arrow flew past her a moment later, narrowly missing her and making her stop short for a moment.
The second arrow cut across her arm, the wicked edge piercing the sleeve of her robe and glancing off the side of her now scaled arm. She could feel the wound across her arm, the edge of the arrow having cut her even through the scales, but it wasn’t nearly deep enough to concern herself with. The arrow had gotten stuck in her robes as well, pierced through the sleeve. Yvette threw herself down behind a different tree, narrowly avoiding another arrow. She then reached down and yanked the arrow out, eyeing the tip for a moment.
It seemed entirely mundane, a simple piercing metal tip without any magic woven into it. No runes either. She wondered if maybe Gervas was correct. What if the empire DID hate mages like her? She’d barely even thought of them as anything other than a joke, how could anyone deny the usefulness of mages?
But it was quickly feeling a lot scarier to have them right here and now, an actual threat trying to kill her, than when they had just been some names in a book. Yvette climbed back to her feet and started to run again, she just had to--
Piercing pain flashed in-between her shoulder blades. Yvette fell forward, landing face first on the ground, her entire body locking up for a moment.
She could feel it. The arrow was lodged in her back. She was going to die. It was the end for her. Yvette closed her eyes and gave a whimper before, after a moment, realizing that while it did hurt, it didn’t hurt nearly as much as it should have. The shock had been painful, but it was quickly dulling down to an ache in the back.
Yvette laid as still as she could, listening for anyone approaching. After a few moments she heard heavy footsteps. “You get her?” a voice asked.
“I think so,” a second said. “There she is. See? Right between the shoulder blades. Easy as could be.”
“What about the other one?” the first voice asked. Two of them, both males it seemed.
“Probably ran. Didn’t have a bracer, though. Probably went to get more of the merfolk,” the second voice said. The footsteps stopped and she didn’t move, hoping they wouldn’t notice she was still awake.
She heard a sudden yell from behind her, followed by something crashing into something else and the sound of rustling leaves. Yvette rolled around, letting out a soft hiss of pain when she felt the arrow tear itself out from her back. Even if the scales prevented it from going very deep, it didn’t mean it didn’t hurt.
Yvette could see them now. Gervas was on top of one, pinning him on his stomach and was trying to bring his sword down into the man’s back. The man was struggling to free himself while the other had a grip on the hilt of the sword, stopping her guardian from performing the finishing blow.
Yvette ran straight at the man impeding Gervas, whispering the spell and causing the scales over her body to expand over all of her and grow thicker. Now that they were finally fighting it didn’t matter if they knew she was protected.
She slammed into the man from the side, sending him stumbling back and losing his grip on Gervas’ sword. Yvette reached down and grabbed her dagger, drawing it free in the same simple motion that Gervas had taught her so many times, plunging it forward.
The blade tip missed, the man managing to narrowly grip and shove her wrist aside. Before she had much time to react, his right hand came around and back handed her across her face. He let out a pained shriek, losing his grip on her wrist. The blow made Yvette see flashing lights for a moment, the thick, jagged scales managing to dampen, but not entirely stop, the blow. She tried to clear her head, but the man recovered first. A second blow hit her in the face and this time it was a closed fist and hard enough to make her topple backwards, her knife falling from her grip.
The moment Yvette hit the ground she rolled back and to her feet, trying to resist the urge to just lay there and regather herself. Thank the stars for Gervas’ lessons as a moment later the man was already on her. She saw the flash of metal and barely managed to pull back in time, a blade cleaving through where she had been. She had to find her knife.
Except she didn’t have time for that. The second slash grazed her robe and it was then she backed into a tree. The man raised the sword up, letting out a victorious cry before he brought it down on her. She held out arms, catching the blade against the scales and managing to deflect it just enough so the tip rammed into the tree. Pain shot through her arms where the scales had been torn off by the blade, blood now dripping from her arms. But she didn’t hesitate this time, locking both her hands together and then swinging them into the man’s head with all the strength she could muster. It sent ripples of pain through her arms, but it also sent the man stumbling backwards.
“Why you little--” The man never got the chance to finish his sentence as a moment later the tip of Gervas’ blade pierced through his chest from behind. The man’s mouth fell open and she could see the confusion on his face before he collapsed, never to move again.
Yvette stared at them for a moment, her eyes wide. She couldn’t believe it was already over, it all happened so fast. “That, they just, I, they--”
Gervas nodded. “I know. I know,” he said softly. “Are you okay?”
“Yes. They, are they, why did we, I mean--”
“Yvette, they tried to kill us first,” Gervas said before kneeling down and wiping the blood off on the man’s tunic. “If I hadn’t gotten there in time, they might have killed you. Don’t do that again.”
“Do what again?” Yvette asked.
“Playing dead like that. It was a good effort, but they had bows,” Gervas said. “If they’re smart they won’t take the risk of you getting up again.”
Yvette glanced towards the other man, trying not to pale at the blood on the man’s back. A bow was resting on the ground near him, an arrow partially nocked. Her cheeks went red. “Oh. I just thought if they thought I was already down, they might not try to finish me off,” she said sheepishly.
“Not the worst plan I’ve heard from a mag-- from you,” Gervas said before getting to his feet and walking to her. “How bad are your wounds? Did the arrow get through the scales?”
“The one in my back only a little, I--” Yvette let out a startled yelp when he gripped her arms and examined them for a moment, before then turning her around. Her cheeks when scarlet when she felt him tugging down the back of her robe. “Gervas!”
“You have a tunic on under it,” Gervas reminded her. “You’re also bleeding. Don’t move. Don’t end your spell, either.”
Yvette nodded, though she couldn’t help wanting to shriek when he tugged the back of the robe all the way down and could finally see her back in its entirety. She did shriek when she felt him lift up the back of her tunic. “Gervas, don’t--”
“Yvette, it’s nothing I haven’t seen before,” he said with a roll of his eyes. “This will hurt.”
“What will--” Yvette quickly covered her mouth with her hands when she felt him do something to the wound on her back, changing it from a dull throbbing to a piercing stab. She tried to pull away, but he quickly gripped her shoulder and held her there.
“Stop moving,” Gervas said with a ferocity that made her go entirely still.
The stabbing quickly went from agonizing to a new, equally unpleasant feeling of burning. She let out a soft, pained whimper, gripping the tree and closing her eyes. “What in the world are you doing?”
“There’s poison,” Gervas said.
“What?” Yvette asked and tried to turn to look at him, but he didn’t let her move.
“Stop moving. Okay, go back to normal.”
“What?” Yvette asked.
“The scales, get rid of them.”
“Oh, right,” Yvette said before letting the spell end. Mercifully some of the pain died down when she did. No matter how hard she tried, though, she couldn’t shake the thought that Gervas was watching her. After a few moments she heard him let out a sigh of relief when he let her tunic go.
“You should practice that spell more often, it’s a good one,” Gervas said.
“It is?” Yvette asked. “Can I turn around now?”
“Yes, let me see your arms,” Gervas said.
Yvette turned around and held them out. He quickly examined the wounds, cleaning and bandaging them once he was certain they weren’t poisoned. “You said there was poison?”
Gervas nodded. “I think. When he was lining up his last shot he dipped the arrow into that,” he said before pointing to a small, shattered jar with a dark red liquid spilling out from it. “I don’t know what it is or if he used it on the other arrows he shot. But I don’t think we want to find out, either.”
Yvette nodded, giving another shudder. She’d never even considered that there might be something on the arrows. “I ummm… I’m sorry for that. For playing dead. I really thought--”
“It wasn’t a bad plan,” Gervas said with a smile before reaching out and lightly patting her on the head. “You handled yourself well out there.”
“You saw?” Yvette asked, though she felt a hot rush of shame when she realized how happy she was that he had. “Sorry.”
Gervas gave a light chuckle and shook his head. “No. I was a bit indisposed, I didn’t get to watch your fight. But you didn’t die, you even managed to disarm your attacker. I’m proud of you. I’ve seen a lot of mages who had a lot more experience who would have handled that a lot worse.”
Yvette nodded, though she couldn’t help herself from wanting to squeal at his praise. She then glanced towards the bodies. “What about them? Should we do something? Tell the people in the--”
“We’re going to hide them, then we’re going to leave,” Gervas said firmly, the smile disappearing from his face.
“Leave? To where?” Yvette asked.
“We’re going to keep going. It’ll be harder without an opportunity to restock, but we can fish and try to extend our supplies. There’s more settlements on these islands and, if we’re lucky, we’ll find one without the empire.”
“I like fish!” Yvette said quickly, bringing another chuckle from her guardian.
“Good, because we’ll be eating a lot of it. If we’re lucky,” Gervas said before glancing back towards the village.
“But why aren’t we going there?” Yvette asked. “If I hid my bracer, then--”
“How would we explain being here?” Gervas asked.
“What do you mean? We walked,” Yvette said.
“From the other side of the island. No boat, nothing. So how did we get here?” Gervas asked.
Yvette paused for a moment, trying to think of a good reason. “Our ship wrecked. Or maybe we were left by pirates. I mean, I guess we were left by pirates, but we could say were were attacked and left by pirates.”
Gervas gave a soft sigh before shaking his head. “Do you really want to take that risk? If they even suspect you of doing magic, they might come down like that. If we were on the mainland we could at least cover by pretending to be mercenaries,” he said before walking back to the second body and beginning to move it.
“What are you doing?” Yvette asked.
“Hiding it,” Gervas said. “Are you going to help?”
Yvette stared at it for a few moments, her stomach doing a small jump at just the idea of touching it. She didn’t know how Gervas could do it and make it look so easy, she felt like she was going to be sick. “Do I have to?”
Gervas only shook his head and chuckled. “Just clean up the mess. The last thing we want is for them to find this and come searching for us.”
Yvette nodded, though she couldn’t help feeling a small sense of unease, watching him work. He seemed almost casual about it, how could anyone do such a thing? She glanced to the sword in the tree and gripped the hilt, giving it a few quick tugs. It refused to move. She narrowed her eyes before jamming her foot against the tree and using it to help push off.
The sword finally pulled free and she fell backwards with a shriek, the sword flying from her hands. Gervas let out a yelp, ducking down when the sword flew overhead. “Yvette, what the hell was that?”
Yvette stared up at him and gave a small, nervous smile. “Sorry. It was lodged in there a lot harder than I expected.”
Gervas gave another soft sigh before shaking his head. “You’re going to be the death of me. Come on, back to work.”
Yvette nodded, slowly crawling back to her feet. The sun was already setting, though she couldn’t help feeling a small bit of regret that they wouldn’t be able to rest in the village. Proper shelter sounded wonderful.
Chapter 5
 
 
 
Yvette looked around, the ground now clear of any sign of their fight. While she had a few aches and pains nothing felt too severe. While the scales may not have been enough to entirely deflect the arrows, it had fortunately ensured that none of the wounds were severe enough to cause lingering damage.
It was still too quiet. The lack of birds in the air, especially as it got darker and darker, kept filling her with a growing sense of dread even if she knew why they were gone. But worse than the quiet was the fact they could occasionally hear people yelling in the distance. Yvette kept wondering if there were more people searching the area, terrified another group would end up coming on them. She could almost feel the tension radiating off Gervas when he went to do his final look over of their clean up. She couldn’t help but admire the fact he was so dedicated to ensuring everything was as well hidden as possible before letting them leave, even though he had to be as worried as her that someone would come upon them. When he finally seemed satisfied and gave a nod she felt some of the tension leave her body. “Let’s go,” he said before he started to walk away.
“So where are we going?” Yvette asked. “It took us hours to get here, it’s not like we can backtrack all the way. Can we?”
“We could, but I don’t intend to. I want us to get far enough away that we can’t see them at all. I don’t want any sign we were here,” Gervas said. “But I want us out of here at first light, off this island.”
“Why can’t we just go to the shore and leave?” Yvette asked.
“They have ships and who knows what else. I don’t want to risk us accidentally running anything they laid out there,” Gervas said softly.
“Okay, that’s fair. Can I ask you something else?” Yvette asked, her stomach tightening into a small knot.
“What?” Gervas asked.
Yvette struggled to think of how to properly say this without hurting his feelings. “When you were moving the bodies, you were so…”
Gervas gave an exasperated sigh before speaking. “Yvette, please don’t say what I think you’re going to say.”
“What do you think I’m going to say?” Yvette asked, her tone shifting defensively.
“Just ask me,” Gervas said, but she could hear the annoyance rising in his voice.
“Well, it was just kind of, I mean, a little, I guess. I just, ummm…” Yvette said, the knot in her stomach tightening even more. She could hear how annoyed he already was, she wondered if even asking it was wrong.
“Yvette, I really don’t want you to start being thrilled by the prospect of me moving bodies. It--”
“Wait, what?” Yvette asked, cutting him off. “Why would I ever be thrilled? It was creepy!”
Gervas whipped his head back around to look at her, almost stumbling over a rock. “Wait, what?”
“It was creepy! I mean, yeah, I do understand they were trying to kill us. After what happened before with the, well… you know,” Yvette said, motioning to her bracer. “I can’t really judge for that. They tried to kill us, you killed them first. Fine. But you were so methodical about it, so cold. It was kind of weird. Like you’d done it before.”
For a few moments Gervas didn’t say anything, but finally he began to chuckle.
“Huh? What’s so funny? Why did you think I would be thrilled by you moving bodies around? What kind of mages have you been protecting?” Yvette asked, struggling to keep the disgust and horror out of her voice. “Okay, I can see maybe a necromancer, but even then that’s kind of, well, ew.”
“It’s not that, sorry. And the worst kind, it seems,” Gervas said, the smile not leaving his face. “But I’m sorry, I hadn’t realized I was being creepy about it. I’ve done it plenty of times, I guess I’m just kind of used to it.”
The idea of that made Yvette shudder. “How do you get used to THAT of all things?”
“After a while it just becomes a thing, I suppose,” Gervas said with a shrug. “Mercenary work has a lot of that. Not everyone makes it back. Sometimes you have to bury your dead, sometimes people you even knew or talked to that morning. Sometimes you have to bury the people you’ve had to kill. After a while it’s just a body.”
“That’s horrific,” Yvette said with a shudder.
“Lots of things in this world are horrific, Yvette,” Gervas said. “But that’s one of the least ones. In the end, they tried to kill us, we tried to kill them, we succeeded. They died for it, quick and clean. Lots of worse things that can happen to a person.”
Yvette nodded, though she couldn’t shake the feeling of unease at the thought. “Do you ever--”
“I try not to think about it,” Gervas said. “It helps. The more you think about it, the more you focus on it, the harder it gets. Then you hesitate. That hesitation can cost you your--”
His words were cut off by an explosion, the dusk illuminated by a blinding light. Yvette turned towards the sea, her mouth falling open when lightning bolt after lightning bolt tore through the air, crashing into the sea in a display of raw power and destruction. Then a cry tore through the air, but unlike any she had ever heard before. It sounded like the furious cry of a bird of some sort, but amplified and echoed by the storm itself. It only lasted a few more seconds, but even once it was over she couldn’t see anything but bright light, her ears ringing from the high pitched cry.
She jumped when she felt something grab her hand and shake her. It took her a few moments to realize it was Gervas, that he was speaking to her. “What?” she asked, struggling to shake off the ringing in her ears.
“Are you okay?” Gervas asked, she suspected yelling it.
“Yes,” Yvette said before looking back towards the sea. She didn’t know if now it was just too dark or if the lightning had completely ruined her vision in the night, but she couldn’t see anything. “What was that?”
“Magic,” Gervas said.
“Of course it was magic, I mean what kind? I thought the Eterna Empire couldn’t do magic like that. Can they?” Yvette asked.
“Stop yelling,” Gervas said.
“I’m yelling?” Yvette asked. She shook her head and tried to lower her volume. “Sorry, ears are ringing still.” She let out a yelp when he tugged her along, further away from the village. She tried to keep up, but without being able to see she kept stumbling and could only barely keep up even with him holding her hand. However, her hearing was quickly returning and she was rewarded with the sound of a large thump, followed by muffled cursing from Gervas. She tried to keep the smile off her face when she asked her next question. “Did you run into a tree?”
“Shut up,” Gervas said.
Yvette tried, and failed miserably, to stop herself from laughing. “Maybe we should go back onto the shore or, wait, no. Bad idea. Lightning. I could use my light spell,” she said.
“No, don’t. We don’t want them finding us. We have no idea what--” Once more the world was illuminated by lightning crashing through the sky and that horrific cry tearing through their ears. Gervas didn’t hesitate, once more starting to walk, pulling her along behind him.
They lasted longer this time, but when they finally died down Gervas stopped once more. “Did you see anything?” Gervas asked her.
“No,” Yvette said back, this time careful to keep her voice down.
“What?” Gervas asked.
Yvette gave a soft sigh and could she this wasn’t going to get them anywhere. “I’m going to transform into something that can see. Then just hold onto me, okay?” she yelled.
Gervas didn’t respond.
“Well?” she asked.
“I nodded!”
Yvette rolled her eyes. She quickly went over all of the forms she had that would be at all useful for this situation. A sudden rush of excitement hit her when she realized she could just partially transform and, best of all, it was something she’d never really done before. While she had transformed as a troll a few times and even partially done it, this form was one she hadn’t taken in years. She reached out and tapped her bracer to activate the reagents.
Yvette then felt a sudden flash of embarrassment when she realized that the reagents were probably still active from earlier. At least Gervas couldn’t see her moment of forgetfulness, so nobody would ever know. She took a deep breath and focused her magic.
The world began to shift for a moment, then it was as if everything began to light up. Her eyes ached a little bit from the sudden shift, but even partially shifted she could make out so much more of the world. Everything around her was in little shades of gray and green.
“Ohhhh, this is awesome,” Yvette said.
“What is?” Gervas asked.
“Oh, you can hear me now?” Yvette asked before looking at him. He looked confused and she could now make out a few small bits of bark in his hair. She reached out and wiped it off before giving a light laugh and taking his hand. “Come on, let’s go,” she said before she started to walk.
“I thought you wanted me to hold onto you?” Gervas asked.
“I don’t need to do the full shift anymore,” Yvette said proudly. “Oh I haven’t done this form in ages, it’s so weird!” She couldn’t help herself feeling giddy and excited, though. There were a few select forms that all transformation mages like herself often learned, felines were one of the most common. But she couldn’t remember ever partially transforming like this. Compared to the strange magical sight of the troll it made the world seem almost mundane. But it also filled her with a wonderful sense of nostalgia, reminding her of her early days as a student.
Best of all, now that she had finished the spell her eyes didn’t ache or anything. While the partial transformation was still pretty draining to perform, maintaining it would likely be easier. She wondered if she could finally perform multiple partial transformations at once, if she--
She shook her head and shuddered at that thought. Last time she had tried doing anything like that she had almost died to that massive turtle. The last thing she wanted to do was over exert herself in case she needed to--
Yvette’s thoughts were shattered by yet another explosion over the sea, making her sigh. “Yeah, that.”
Chapter 6
 
 
 
Yvette sat down on one of the beach’s many rocks, her vision returned to normal and no longer able to make out all of the details in the dark. Instead she had to resort to making a small, glowing light that hovered a little overhead. Occasionally the bursts of lightning could be seen in the distance, but they were now far enough away that Gervas seemed confident they were safe. The weird thing was that every so often she could see the clouds above twisting and writhing before they unleashed their thunder, almost as if they were alive.
Gervas was sitting besides her, looking through the map and trying to determine the proper route for them to take in the morning. She couldn’t help but be thankful that he had deemed traveling through the night as too dangerous despite her earlier desires. Whatever was going on out there she wasn’t sure they’d have been able to survive if they drew their attention. She wasn’t sure her dragon turtle form could survive a lightning bolt like that, let alone Gervas.
“Are you sure we’re far enough away?” Yvette asked, barely suppressing the urge to jump when three more blasts tore through the night. She would have sworn she saw a small pillar of fire up in the clouds.
“I’m hoping. You set the wards?” Gervas asked.
“Yeah. But I’m not sure they’d be effective enough,” Yvette said. Suddenly fierce winds washed over them and she grabbed his arm tightly, looking around nervously for any sign of trouble. Fortunately the winds died quickly and it didn’t seem to be a sign of new danger. “Do you think it was happening last night as well?” she asked.
Gervas said. “If it did, we were too far away to notice.”
Yvette nodded before glancing back out over the water. She couldn’t help but imagine all those sunken ships, how many had been hit by those bolts? “What do you think is going on out here? What do you think that cry is?”
“They’re fighting someone, that’s for certain,” Gervas said with a soft sigh. “Whatever it was is probably the cause of the mountain. Mage battle of some sort. Excessive, inaccurate, bright, flashy, not actually doing anything useful. Sounds like mages to me.”
Yvette gave a light snort. “Yeah, sounds like how you’d see it. You don’t think I’d be doing something like that, do you?”
“You’re not the kind of mage to get dragged into that kind of thing,” Gervas said.
“I am a fallen mage,” Yvette said.
“A clear sign that, once again, most mages are idiots,” Gervas said. “Anybody who’s known you for more than a day should know you’re incapable of doing anything that a fallen mage should be punished for.”
Yvette felt her cheeks go a little redder. “It was your grandmother who marked me, you know.”
“And I’ll call her an idiot again,” Gervas said before he reached out, gently ruffling her hair. “You may be a bit dense, reckless, borderline suicidal and a lot of other things that aren’t polite to say. But you’re not a danger to anyone unless you have to be. I wouldn’t be here if you were. Neither would you. Though, speaking of danger...”
Yvette waited for him to continue, but to her annoyance he just stopped. “Speaking of danger, what?”
“It won’t work right now, anyway,” Gervas said with an exasperated sigh.
“What won’t?”
“I need to continue your training. You handled yourself well enough, but I don’t like the idea of you running into anyone else who wants you dead with the way your skills currently are. These people may not have been the best, but-- hey!”
Yvette had cut him off by leaning into him, hard, nearly pushing him off the rock. “Seriously? There’s a literal magic storm within viewing and hearing distance of us and you’re worried if I can fight with a knife? I’m going to tell you now. I am nowhere near powerful enough a mage I could fight whatever is doing that. How about we worry about my knife skills AFTER we’ve gotten away from whoever is doing that?” she asked, trying to sound stern but unable to keep the smile off her lips at the almost pouting look he was giving her. “Don’t look at me like that, you know I’m right.”
“You need to be better with that knife, there’s no telling when danger will strike,” Gervas said before pulling himself back up and giving her a light bump when he sat down. “Besides, you’re more likely to run into someone swinging a sword at you than trying to hit you with a storm.”
“That’s fair. But my point still stands, now isn’t the time,” Yvette said, trying not to snicker. “Tiring ourselves out in the middle of a journey like this isn’t smart and you know it. We’ll have time for more practice. Eventually, once everything is over, we can practice all day, every day, if you like. Who knows? Perhaps one day you’ll be asking me for tips on how to better stab the sharp, pointy bit into the other guy before they stab their sharp pointy bit into you.”
Gervas gave a light chuckle. “You wouldn’t last a week training like that,” he said before shifting around a little bit, an arm wrapping around her and, very gently, pulling her against him. “Though, neither would I. After a while it would get boring.”
Yvette chuckled and closed her eyes. “I could teach you a bit of magic if you like, we could trade. I’ll learn to stab things better, you can learn to light them on fire. Or whatever it is you wanted to learn.”
Gervas gave a light shudder and gently pinched her side. “I don’t know. I think I know more magic than I’ve ever wanted to know. Besides, I doubt you’d be the ideal teacher for me.”
Yvette gave a light snicker. “Oh, I don’t know. I put up with you for weeks at a time without trying to turn you into a frog yet, I think that alone makes me more qualified than most.”
“Oh, turn me into a frog? That’d be new. Better than being run down by a golem at least,” Gervas said before reaching up and gently stroking her hair. “We need to get food ready then ready to sleep. This area is clear enough, if we hide the bag we--”
“We’re not going to sleep in the bag again, are we?” Yvette asked, looking up at him.
“Would you prefer the stone beach?” Gervas asked.
“Yes,” Yvette said softly. “At least we won’t suffocate.”
Gervas gave a soft sigh before shaking his head. “Yvette, you worry too much. It’s fine. We slept in it easily enough yesterday and--”
“We shouldn’t make a habit of it,” Yvette said. “It’s dangerous.”
“I think almost everything we do qualifies as dangerous,” Gervas said. “Today we literally just walked on a beach and still had to fight for our lives. Not to mention we’re still within sight of whatever that is.”
“But it’s more dangerous than what we usually do,” Yvette said. “Besides, whoever is doing all of that doesn’t know we’re here. That’s random danger, sleeping in a bag is direct danger.”
“You literally went to the bottom of the sea and annoyed a leviathan,” Gervas said with a roll of his eyes.
“Well, okay, sure. But--”
“And we had to fight a giant turtle the size of a mountain,” Gervas said.
Yvette’s cheeks burned a little redder then. “Okay, also true. But then—”
“You robbed one of the most dangerous and well protected arcane vaults in the world,” Gervas said.
“Okay, fine, I do a lot of dangerous things. But what if it closes?” Yvette asked.
Gervas shook his head. “We’ll do the same thing we did before. Lock it open. Just stop worrying about that. Trust me, there are a lot of other things you should worry about first, like--” Another wave of lightning in the distance cut him off. “That. Let’s eat and then turn in, I don’t want to be here any longer than we have to be once the sun comes up.”
Yvette gave a small sigh before nodding. “Right, fine,” she said before reaching for her bag and pulling it open. She knew why it was the best decision, it was more comfortable and possibly safer than anywhere else. But all she could think about were all the stories of mages who had their bags close on them, eventually causing them to suffocate entirely. Even if they did force the mouth of the bag open, how could he be so sure it would be safe?
Still, he was probably right. She was being far too paranoid and, in the end, it wasn’t like there were a lot of better places to sleep.
 
------ 
 
“They should make homes like this,” Gervas said.
Yvette glanced over at him. Due to the magic space of the bag, things had been simple to re-arrang as needed and shove to the side, the internals of the bag shifting around at their direction to give them space. “They’ve tried. Kind of.”
“Oh?” Gervas asked. “Tried how?”
“Well, I’ve heard of some mages who made entire buildings like this,” Yvette said. “Buildings that are bigger on the inside than the outside, kind of. But the problem tends to be that they’re unstable. Like, right now? The bag is only a few feet deep and wide enough for us to lay down side by side, we can get up and easily crawl out. But before, it was far deeper and not very wide. It shifts around as needed. But the bigger it gets, the more unstable it gets. On top of that, if the enchantment ends up cracking or breaking, it will send everything out right away and cause a lot of destruction. It’s why, in most cases, mages won’t use anything bigger than this. They can also be incredibly unstable if they touch each other. The magic interacts poorly, so if you accidentally brought a bag like this into a building with one of these enchantments, it could just explode and send everything flying out. The last thing you’d want is ten rooms worth of your life’s work forced to occupy a small single room area. Especially if you’re inside it at the time.”
Gervas gave a shudder. “You make it sound like you’re carrying a dangerous weapon slung over your shoulder everywhere you go.”
Yvette snickered and shook her. “No more dangerous than some of the things you’ve used. Besides, you carry a sharp metal stick around, those are dangerous I hear.”
“I’ve never carried bag that is anywhere near this large,” Gervas said. “I’ve never had that much that needed carrying. Swords don’t explode, either.”
“Smaller ones are a lot more stable,” Yvette said, quickly trying to cut off any worries before they got too severe. “For example, there are some mages who make their money pouches like this. They wouldn’t have nearly the same reaction as one of the size of a room. But in the end, the shifting nature of them means it’s really hard to stabilize them as well. So you don’t want to put anything inside them that’s too delicate or it will likely break when the walls of this reality crush it.”
“You know more about this kind of magic than I would have expected you to,” Gervas said.
“Magic like this is connected to magic for teleportation or even going to other worlds. Well, in theory,” Yvette said.
Gervas gave a light chuckle, eyeing her for a few moments. “Oh? Other worlds?”
“Yes, like the fay realm,” Yvette said, giving a soft sigh before she started picking at that particular wound. “Though that’s also just a theory. The fay live in an entirely different world from us, but it’s incredibly hard to get into it without their aid. While there have been thousands of mages throughout history who have tried to actually go there on their own, or other worlds, it’s unknown if any succeeded. Most just ended up disappearing, never to return.”
Gervas was silent for a few seconds and she could almost feel him processing what she said. She felt a small moment of dread when his hand took hers. “Yvette? What’s wrong? Did you know someone who tried that?”
“Of course not, I never had any talent for that kind of magic,” Yvette said, struggling to keep the disappointment out of her voice and sound as cheerful and casual as she could. “Though it was one of my first attempts to kind of fix myself.”
Gervas gave her hand a little squeeze. “Attempts to fix, wait, how would that even work? Did you hope that by going to another realm you’d become a girl?”
“No, nothing like that!” Yvette said with a shake of her head. “That’d be silly. I just thought if I could make it to another world, perhaps there would be a way to fix me without causing so much trouble. But I couldn’t properly do the most basic of spells even with weeks of practice, actually going to another realm would be all but impossible. I’m kind of trapped here.”
“I’m sorry,” Gervas said and, judging by how sad his voice sounded, she hadn’t managed to hide the disappointment in her voice at all.
“What? What are you sorry for? It was just a silly dream of a young mage, that’s all,” Yvette said with a nervous chuckle.
“I’m sorry you ever felt that way,” Gervas said gently. “Didn’t you say nobody ever came back?”
“I mean, nobody has ever been recorded returning,” Yvette said with a shake of her head. “They might have died. Or maybe there was no way back. Or maybe they just didn’t want to come back, nobody knows. But with the way magic spilled into our world, it had to come from somewhere. So there has to be other worlds out there. Different ones.”
“The fact you felt you would be better off going to another world so you could be yourself. Nobody should ever have to feel that way,” Gervas said.
Yvette flushed then rolled over, laying her head against his chest. He jumped a little, but didn’t pull away. Instead he reached down and gently stroked her hair. “It’s okay,” Yvette said softly. “I made a lot of really silly decisions then, hoping to get this fixed. In the end, I think this is the correct one. Was the correct one. I’ve got the spell, I’ve already got a few of the components. So all I need to do is finish the job and then, bam, I’ll be a girl. Nobody will be able to say otherwise. Then it’ll all be worth it.”
“And the Mage’s Association?” Gervas asked.
“Once I’m a girl, I’ll just disappear. As long as I’m with you and I can be me, I don’t care what they agree or disagree with. They won’t be able to take it away from me. It’s not like they can just magic me back to being a boy, they’d have to break their own rules. Besides, once it happens, maybe I can get them to accept that it’s okay. I’m sure there are other people who would love this chance to be themselves. No, I know there are. I’d like to be able to help them, if I can.”
Gervas gave a soft sigh, though she could all but hear the smile in his voice. “You know it’s not going to be that easy.”
“Since when has anything I’ve done been easy?” Yvette asked. “Besides, if everything worth doing was easy, then it’d probably be boring.”
“Nothing more dangerous in the world than a bored mage,” Gervas said with a soft yawn. “Put out the light and let’s go to sleep, okay?”
Yvette nodded before glancing up at the small orb of dim light hovering a few inches above them. She glanced at the opening of the bag once more. It was held open with a small bundle of tied sticks that Gervas had made. The bag itself was hidden amongst the rocks, with a ward outside so if anything came near them then she’d know. It didn’t make her feel perfectly safe, but it did help.
Yvette snapped her fingers and the light went out. She pulled off Gervas’ chest and laid down besides him, pulling her cloak over herself and glancing over towards him. “Hey, Gervas?”
“What?” Gervas asked.
“When you say things like that, about mages? When you talk about how dangerous they are, how they behave. You don’t mean me, do you?” Yvette asked, nervously licking her lips. She felt a small ball of worry forming in her stomach, anxiously awaiting his answer.
Unfortunately, he didn’t answer immediately. Instead he was silent for a few seconds before sighing. “No, not really. If you want my honest opinion, I don’t think it applies to every mage. Sometimes I doubt it applies to most. I’ve known quite a few it applies to, but I’ve met a few like you. Those who don’t make things worse. There’s just not nearly enough mages like you, to be honest.”
“Thanks. I know there are some pretty bad mages out there,” Yvette said with a small sigh. After a few moments she felt his fingers wrap around hers. “Gervas?”
“I really don’t mean you,” Gervas said softly. “If those comments are upsetting you, let me know. I’ll try and make less of them. Okay?”
Yvette felt her heart skip a beat, a small smile forming on her lips. She shook her head. “I don’t mind. I really don’t. I think…” She stopped for a second before she leaned in a little closer and gave him a soft little kiss on the cheek. She felt his fingers tighten around hers. “I know what happened to you means that you have some pretty bad feelings about mages. I don’t blame you. I think anyone would. But I’m really happy you’re giving me a chance anyway. I know a lot of people wouldn’t.”
Gervas gave a small chuckle. “Well, I’ve had worse relationships. Mage or not.”
Yvette gave a light snort and squeezed his hand once more. “Go to bed, we’ve got a long morning tomorrow. Well, I’ve got a long morning. You’re going to be just relaxing on my back while I do all the hard work.”
“Mmm, you say that, but it’s hard work up there. I have to make sure to navigate us. Who knows what could happen if we got lost? Not to mention every time you hit a wave I get splashed.”
Yvette chuckled and almost responded with a sarcastic comment before she considered it. So far they’d seen some strange lightning, run into sirens and been attacked by men who were possibly from the Eterna Empire. The last thing she wanted to do while on these islands was get lost.
Chapter 7
 
 
 
Yvette’s eyes opened and she let out a low groan. Was it morning already? It felt like she only just laid down and--
She went entirely still when she realized what woke her. Something had triggered her ward. Something big. Yvette reached out, slowly picking her bracer up off the ground and moving it to her arm. She quickly triggered the reagents and waited for something to happen, straining to hear whatever was out there.
A soft squishing sound could be heard, as if bundles of soaked herbs were being pressed down and squashed. Yvette held her breath, her hands clenching so tight she could almost draw blood. She wondered if she should shake Gervas awake, but what if he made a noise and alerted whatever was out there? What if whatever was out there wasn’t even a threat and she woke him up for nothing?
She felt the ward go off again when whatever was out there kept going, the squishing sound slowly fading away. She didn’t move aside from taking in a small breath and then relaxing once more. She slowly peeled her bracer back off and dropped it down besides herself. Some kind of animal, likely. Maybe she was too paranoid, she was starting to sound like Gervas.
“Silly,” she muttered to herself.
Suddenly the squishing sound came back and she could hear it racing towards them. She grabbed her bracer and felt panic rising in her when the ward was triggered a second time. She activated the reagents and--
The distant rumble of lightning hit the air, the sky above illuminated in a bright, white light. A moment later she felt the ward trigger again when whatever was out there raced away. Yvette didn’t move, instead just laying there and waiting, her heart pounding. But there was no more squishing sounds anymore.
Now only a single thought was in her mind. They hadn’t seen any animals since coming to this island, so what kind of thing was that?
She didn’t receive an answer, though, as eventually sleepiness washed over her and the tension faded away. She refused to take her bracer off again, though.
 
------ 
 
Yvette woke up with a light yawn, opening her eyes and, to her surprise, staring into Gervas’ face. “Hey,” she said.
“Hey,” Gervas said, still looking down at her.
“Sooo not to complain. But what are you doing?” she asked.
“Looking at you,” Gervas said with a smile.
“Why?” Yvette asked.
“Because you’re kind of cute when you’re sleeping,” Gervas said.
Yvette tried to come up with a response to that, her cheeks going a brilliant burning red. She opened her mouth, but no words came out.
“Awwww. Did you know when you blush like that it goes all the way down your neck?” Gervas asked with a small smile before reaching out a hand and gently stroking her throat. “It’s cute.”
“You… YOU!” Yvette said, quickly turning away and trying to hide the smile that she couldn’t keep off her face. Of all the ways to wake up, that was certainly not one she expected. “You shouldn’t be so flirty first thing in the morning!”
“Why not? It seems to wake you up better. Besides, I thought you liked it when I, how did you put it? ‘Liiiiiiiked you’,” Gervas said, his voice filled with amusement. “But fine. I won’t tell you how adorable you look in the morning anymore. Would that make you happy?”
Yvette shook her head and reached out, grabbing his hand. “No, you can tell me. It’s okay. I’ll endure it,” she said, trying to keep her stomach from jumping too much. It felt like she just swallowed a dozen butterflies.
“Oh, you don’t have to endure it if you don’t want to,” Gervas said.
“I want to,” Yvette said, the blush only growing and thanks to his earlier comment she was far too aware of it burning down her throat.
Gervas snickered and shook his head before slowly getting to his feet, sticking his hands out on the edge of the bag. “You’re such a girl,” he said before pausing once his head popped out of the bad. “Huh. That’s interesting. Yvette, up,” he said before climbing out from the bag, shoving the stick aside when he went. A moment later he held his hand out to her.
Yvette took his hand and let him pull her up. She quickly let out a soft prayer that whatever it was wasn’t too bad, as she hadn’t even had a chance to get ready for the day yet.
Within a few moments she was standing outside once more and she let out a soft, startled gasp at the sight. At least now she knew whatever she’d heard the prior night wasn’t her imagination. A thick trail of water cut through where her ward had been, passing within only a few feet of their hidden bag. “What is it?” Yvette asked before kneeling down and pushing a finger against the trail. It wasn’t slimy or anything, it was just water.
“Something was here last night,” Gervas said. “Come on, get ready, then we’re getting off this island.”
Yvette nodded, though she couldn’t help feeling more nervous than ever. Was it just coincidence that whatever had left the trail had come by them or had it been looking for them? Was it something that the Eterna Empire had brought with them? Or something they had upset? What if it was one of the sirens? It had been big enough, judging by what triggered the ward. She didn’t remember them sounding so squishy, though.
“Did you notice anything last night?” Gervas asked. “Your ward?”
“Yes,” Yvette said before frowning when she saw something glimmering in the morning light. “Last night, but it just passed by us without any issue. I kind of fell asleep after.” She got to her feet and walked towards the shining thing before finally kneeling down and picking it up. A small, light green scale.
“You should have woken me up,” Gervas said. “Did you find something?”
“A scale,” Yvette said, holding it up. “Sirens don’t have scales, do they? They had feathers.”
Gervas frowned and moved over to her, kneeling down and looking at it. “A scale like that could be from any of a thousand different things,” he said. “Any ideas?”
“None I’d like to voice,” Yvette said before glancing back towards the beach. Every story of monstrous abominations hiding in the darkest depths of the sea came to mind, but she tried to shove them aside. She could become a dragon turtle, what in the sea could hurt her then? Aside from the dozens of things that could but hopefully wouldn’t come onto land. “Do you have any ideas?”
“Some good, some bad. Something aquatic, though.”
“Good thing we’re going out to sea, right?” Yvette said, sarcasm dripping from her voice.
“The alternative is getting killed by the empire,” Gervas said.
“Fair,” Yvette said.
“Eat this,” Gervas said before shoving some dry, bland travel rations into her hand. While normally they were unappealing, now they seemed almost disgusting. How was she supposed to eat when she knew there was something out there, right now, possibly stalking them?
Yvette could take solace in the fact that, whatever it was, it wasn’t much bigger than them. She choked down the food before readying herself for the day. Removing any hair on her face, cleansing herself, brushing her hair. It was times like this that she truly was thankful she was a mage and she could do such tasks with just the barest administration of her magic, rather than requiring the tools a normal person would. She glanced down at her robe, wondering if she should change it as well or if the spell to cleanse it would be enough.
She finally settled against grabbing something else, she could change once they stopped again for the night. It would feel far more refreshing after swimming all day. “Okay, I’m ready,” Yvette said, though honestly she felt nothing of the sort.
 “Are you sure you’re going to be up for this? It’s going to be a long day,” Gervas said before picking up her bag and walking to the shore.
“Do I have much choice if I’m not?” Yvette asked. “Not like we can just swim from island to island normally. Unless you’ve got some great teleporting ability I was never told about.”
Gervas gave a sigh and shook his head. “No, nothing like that. Only thing I have access to like that would be, well, it doesn’t matter. Let’s go,” he said before walking towards the water’s edge and kneeling down to splash some of the water onto his face. “You smell that?”
Yvette sniffed the air. All she could smell was a bit of salt. “Salt water?”
“No. Never mind. Don’t worry about it.”
“Has that EVER worked in the history of ever?” Yvette asked, her voice dripping with sarcasm. “’Oh, I’m going to draw attention to this thing. Oh, well, don’t worry about it.’ Can you just tell me what it is so I can decide for myself if I’m going to worry or not?” she asked before instantly feeling a wave of guilt. She knew her reaction and tone were far harsher than they needed to be, but she couldn’t help it. She was tense and quickly getting more anxious. It was too quiet. Everything felt just strange and wrong. As if it was in the air itself.
“It smells like something is rotting,” Gervas finally said. “Like rotting fish, I guess. But it’s also like something is burning.”
“Ew,” Yvette said before sniffing the air. She could almost pick up something from under the smell of salt, but it didn’t smell rotten. She shook her head. “Are you sure it’s not your imagination? Or maybe you’re just paranoid?” she said before walking across the beach towards the edge of the water. She paused when she came closer and a new smell struck her nose. It wasn’t very strong, but it was definitely something there, under the smell of salt. “Wait, no, I think I smell it,” she said, taking a deep breath.
It didn’t smell rotten to her. It smelled like something was burning, but very faint. Familiar. She frowned and then looked around. No birds, no animals, just the beach, the trees and them. She sighed again. “I don’t like this. It smells like-- Ermina! It smells like Ermina!”
Gervas turned to stare at her. “Who?”
“Master Betan’s other student! The pyromancer. It smells like her, whenever she messed up a spell. Burning magic,” Yvette said, taking another deep breath and closing her eyes. It was definitely that. Fire magic, but unfocused and wild, powerful though. Fading quickly. She glanced back at the volcano behind her, but there was no smoke rising from it. Yet, at least. “Let’s get out of here,” Yvette said. She checked her bracer once, making sure it was secure, before tapping it and making her reagents appear once more. She glanced to the dragon turtle scale before looking to him. “Just look out in case anything comes after us, okay?”
Gervas nodded and she couldn’t help but notice that he already had his sword strapped to his hip. He hadn’t changed his clothes, either. He was no doubt as wary as she was. She closed her eyes and gently whispered the incantation for the spell, her body beginning to shift and change once more. Soon she was once more on all fours, her far weaker body replaced with that of a mighty dragon turtle, albeit a small one. She waited for a few moments before Gervas was on her back once more, though she could honestly barely feel him. He might as well have been a feather to this form.
“Okay, all ready. Let’s go,” Gervas said.
Yvette nodded and walked forward, stepping into the water once more. She couldn’t help feeling tense when she slowly inched further and further out into the water, moving through it with the same ease she could take a breath. She didn’t feel anything strange, though she supposed it could just be that the form she had was so durable that if there was any magic or threats in the water assaulting her, she couldn’t feel them.
Yvette let her head sink under the water and looked as she went. The seabed was still littered with the broken remains of vessels, their masts shattered and chunks missing from their hulls. She wondered if any of them were new, had they been struck by lightning like they had seen? Some of them had burn marks, was it from that magic? Struck by lightning like they’d seen the night before? A part of her wanted to go down and examine them closer, another part of her was thankful that they were leaving so quickly so she’d never know and need to worry about it again.
Movement. Something out of the corner of her eye flickered, but when she turned her head towards it there was nothing there. But then there was another bit of movement. Then another. A part of her wondered if she was going mad, but she doubted it. Something was definitely out here with them. When she turned her head, she managed to just catch a glimpse of something blue disappearing from sight, a trail of bubbles left in its wake.
“Yvette, you’re going too fast!” Gervas said, but she ignored him. Something was out there, watching them. Was it the empire’s? A defense? “Yvette!” Gervas yelled.
Then she hit it. Electricity crackled across the water for a moment before surging into her body, enveloping her making it near impossible to move. Fortunately, at the speed she was going she blasted right through it. The electricity died a moment later, leaving her tingling all over.
Yvette began to slow down, glancing up to see Gervas holding onto her shell as tightly as he could, practically laying down on her back. She gave as apologetic a smile as she could with a dragon turtle’s face. Which, if she was honest with herself, wasn’t at all.
“Was that on purpose?” Gervas asked with a low groan. “Are you okay?”
Yvette shook her head before sinking her head back below the water. She didn’t see anything else in the water’s depths anymore and that anxious feeling was passing. Whatever defenses the island held were now gone, left far behind them. All she had to do was keep swimming.
Gervas slowly sat up. “I’m fine,” he said softly, shaking his head. “So at least now we know they have defenses out there. Let’s get out of here before anything else hits us.”
Everything was going to be fine.
 
------ 
 
Everything was not fine.
“Yvette? What’s wrong?” Gervas asked.
Yvette didn’t dare move, remaining perfectly still in the water, hoping that she wasn’t noticed. Though she knew that was incredibly unlikely, after all they were coming right at her.
Merfolk, dozens of them. Even for her dragon turtle eyes they were hard to see in the water, their strange greenish-blue bodies seeming to mix almost perfectly in with the surrounding water. But when they had come closer it was impossible for her to not see them and realize just how many of them there were. Worst of all, they weren’t anywhere near land. If she was by herself she might be able to escape, but with Gervas on her back she doubted she could. She couldn’t even tell Gervas why they had stopped, causing him to get more and more panicked with every passing second.
At least now she knew where that scale had come from. But it was little comfort when she focused on the long tridents they wielded. She gave a silent prayer to the heavens that they would be friendly.
Chapter 8
 
 
 
Yvette could feel Gervas moving on her back as the merfolk came closer. She hoped he was getting ready, but for now all she could do was stare at the approaching figures and hope they wouldn’t be hostile. Try as she might, she couldn’t come up with any way for them to escape that wouldn’t put them in more danger.
Yvette had never actually met a merfolk before, she wondered what they would sound like. Would it be like the zmaj? But they were an undersea race, would their language be more bubbly? Would she be able to understand it at all? Would they communicate with other methods? Or maybe they used magic of some sort. Despite her nervousness she felt the excitement building inside of her, matched only by the dread of what could go wrong if they were not able to properly communicate. It all felt as if it was going to boil over by the time one of the merfolk finally rose above the depths, their head popping out of the water. She braced herself for what was to come.
“You are a mage and guardian of the Mage’s Association, are you not?” one of the merfolk asked.
To Yvette’s disappointment, the voice was almost human. Possibly even a male. Deeper than she would have expected, guttural at times, but still easy to understand. She couldn’t help feeling a bit disappointed that it was so incredibly mundane.
“Indeed we are,” Gervas said, his tone wary.
“Finally! Please, follow me,” the merman said before turning and swimming off. Almost instantly the rest of the merfolk were swimming after him, leaving her and Gervas behind and confused. She didn’t move, instead waiting for him to tell her what he thought. When she glanced up, she noticed he’d drawn his sword.
Gervas sighed and slowly sheathed his weapon. “Well, this isn’t exactly what I expected. Any plans?”
Yvette rolled her eyes. Even if she had a few ideas it wasn’t as if she could say them in this form. She wiggled her shell.
“Right, I guess you can’t really say anything. Okay, I guess follow them. We can try and get some information at the least,” Gervas said. “If it’s something minor we can deal with it quickly. Just remember, Yvette. No matter what happens, keep your mark hidden. They likely can identify a fallen mage and the last thing we need is information about that spreading.”
Yvette nodded, dunking her head into the water before taking off once more.
The merfolk were quite fast, but seemed to be going just slow enough she could keep up without risking Gervas falling off. Still, she felt a growing unease in her stomach. If these merfolk were working with the Mage’s Association then her being here just put them at greater risk. She hoped whatever it was they needed wouldn’t be anything too difficult so they could get in and out without issue.
“That doesn’t bode well,” Gervas said softly.
Yvette felt her stomach sinking. Off in the distance she could see an island rising out of the water with a small makeshift fort on the beach. She could see that the camp extended out into the sea and, near the seafloor, there were dozens of other merfolk. They occasionally glanced up at the pair and pointed. On the beach more merfolk were gathering, quickly moving around to try and get a view of her when she pulled herself up onto the sand and lumbered forward.
Outside of the water she couldn’t help but consider at how almost human, if strangely colored, they appeared. While their bodies were very human-like, thin blue and green scales covered almost every inch of them and great fins sprouted from their legs and arms. Their eyes were breathtaking, though. Outside of the water they seemed to sparkle like jewels, different colors rippling off them whenever they shifted positions all, catching the light in the most dazzling display. The biggest difference she could see on any of them were their clothing, those below the water covered themselves in tight garments that seemed to be woven of sea weed and sea shells. Those on land were wearing breeches and tunics, the same as she was used to seeing on humans. Though when some of the merfolk moved around she could see the occasional shell or sea weed beneath the garments, apparently the clothing serving as just the outer layer.
“Is that a dragon turtle?” she heard one of them say.
“It can’t be. It’s just a shifted turtle, isn’t it?” another said.
“Is it a mage?”
“I think the mage is the man riding it.”
“What if the turtle is the mage?”
“Can a turtle learn that kind of magic?”
“Could a mage take a form like that?”
“Is this who they sent?”
“AHEM!” a loud voice yelled and, almost instantly, the merfolk scattered. Yvette would have laughed if she could at just how quickly they fled. Within a few moments only she, Gervas and a handful of merfolk remained, though she could see some of the fleeing merfolk were sticking their heads out from the sea to watch them. At the very least they didn’t feel nearly as intimidating now.
One of the merfolk stepped forward, though they were wearing the same clothing as the merfolk beneath the water, with shells that seemed to shimmer like silver. Oddly, this merfolk stood almost a foot shorter than the others. She quickly pushed that thought aside when she realized the merfolk who were still here were standing at attention. The one that stepped forward put both their hands together and bowed politely, before raising their head. “Greetings. I am told you are of the Mage’s Association?” the merfolk asked. They sounded female, but she couldn’t be entirely sure.
“We are,” Gervas said before jumping down from her back. “Though I’m afraid I don’t understand what that has to do with anything. I am her guardian, Hawkin. This is Petra, a master of transfiguration.”
Yvette froze for a moment. Petra? She was Petra? Who in the world was Petra? Why would he call her that? She swore if he was expecting her to go by a boy’s name then, wait, no. She realized quickly that was a girl’s name. She felt a moment of shame when she realized that she had never even thought about coming up with fake names. Petra. That was good, she could be Petra. She slowly began to end the spell, rising up out of the dragon turtle’s form, drawing a few gasps from the merfolk. She made sure that as her hands formed that she moved them behind her, as if she was stretching, to keep the mark hidden.
“I see,” the merfolk said. “I am commander Nautia, the one in charge of this operation. Were you not informed of why we called you?”
Gervas shook his head. “There seems to be a bit of miscommunication. Our arrival is purely coincidence, Petra is a traveling mage and we came here in order to gather some rare components. The Mage’s Association didn’t send us.”
The reaction was almost instant and Yvette couldn’t help but feel a little guilty. Those nearest to them seemed to sink a little in their stances and even the merfolk who was talking to them seemed to sink, just a little, into the sand. “You weren’t sent?” Nautia asked, her voice filled with such despair that Yvette had to struggle with the urge to hug the merfolk. When she spoke again, though, her tone was more confident and calm. “Components? Of course, the black market. I would be careful if I were you. While I’ve heard that it is possible to get almost anything a mage could desire from them, I’ve heard that more than a few of you mages have disappeared during such transactions.”
“Black market?” Yvette asked before glancing to Gervas.
“No,” Gervas said, shaking his head. “We needed ingredients from some of the creatures that made their nests on a nearby island. We have absolutely no desire to deal with pirates of any kind.”
“I see,” Nautia said so quickly that Yvette couldn’t help but wonder if the merfolk had even heard him. “Seeing as you two are here, as they say, the fates move in mysterious ways and few are the coincidences that are just that. Perhaps we could work out an agreement.”
“An agreement?” Gervas asked and, judging by his tone, Yvette doubted he liked the sound of that. She didn’t feel particularly fond of it either.
“Indeed,” Nautia said with a nod. If she heard the displeasure in Gervas’ tone, she made no sign of it. “We require a capable mage of the association to deal with this threat. Every day the empire is there, the phoenix is getting more agitated and their defenses around the island get harder to dismantle.”
“Phoenix?” Yvette asked, her eyes focusing entirely on Nautia now. “There’s a phoenix? Here? Now? I mean, where? Why?”
Nautia smiled then, showing off a small row of sharp teeth. “Perfect. If you two would come with me, I could explain the situation more in detail,” she said before turning to walk up the beach towards the small, wooden fort.
Gervas, however, looked less than pleased before he took her hand. “Petra, we’re in a rush. Remember?”
“Yes, but if a phoenix is here then that could be incredibly useful. Besides,” Yvette said before leaning in and whispering into his ear. “Part of the spell requires a phoenix talon, remember?”
Gervas gave a soft sigh before whispering back. “And if the Mage’s Association is already sending someone, what then?”
“They aren’t going to show up in the little bit of time we spend finding out the issue,” Yvette whispered. “It’s an opportunity, you know? Do you really wanna pass it up? How many chances do you think we’ll get to have something like this? Besides we don’t even know the situation yet. It could be something really easy.”
Gervas sighed and shook his head. “When is it ever easy?”
Yvette gave a small smile. “Okay, fine. But less suicidal than normal.”
Gervas gave a low, grumbly sound of annoyance before he turned and started walking after the merfolk. Yvette followed behind him, a small smile on her lips. If this really was a chance to get a component and help someone who needed it, how could she pass it up?
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Yvette felt like she was going to be sick once she walked into the fort and caught sight of some of the humans on the island. Unfortunately, most of them were unconscious and laying in small cots, bodies mostly covered in bandages. More than a few of the cots were entirely covered with thin bedding over what she suspected were now corpses. There were a few humans walking about, but mostly it was merfolk tending to the few awake wounded. One of them were having their bandages replaced she could make out deep, dark burn marks across their body.
“What happened?” Yvette asked, her voice far softer and hushed than she’d wanted.
“What do you mean?” Nautia asked.
“This, obviously,” Yvette asked. “How did everyone get so wounded? What happened?”
Nautia gave a soft sigh. “Phoenixes are dangerous creatures, Master Petra. When everything went poorly, these were the people on the ship. The mages doing the ritual never stood a chance. Most of those still alive were fortunate enough to jump overboard before the worst of it. Even then they suffered grievous injuries. Please, follow,” she said before walking through a doorway and away from the room, the sounds of moaning wounded soon fading behind them.
Yvette followed after the merfolk quickly, happy to leave the sounds of misery behind her. She waited a few moments before asking her next question. “Nautia? Could I ask a question?”
“As you wish,” Nautia asked.
“I haven’t actually met a member of your particular race before, so--”
“You’re traveling the seas and you haven’t run into us?” Nautia asked, cutting her off before glancing back at both of them.
“We tend to stay on land,” Gervas said. “She gets terribly seasick.”
Nautia grimaced, a sight that was, frankly, quite unsettling to Yvette. It made the merfolk’s razor sharp teeth become oddly pronounced. “My condolences. I’ve seen a few of your kind go through that. Most would have preferred death.”
“To be honest, during it I would have likely welcomed it,” Yvette said.
“Yet you have power capable of turning into one of the leviathans of the deep. Interesting that such a rare talent is wielded by one with such a crippling condition,” Nautia said. “But please, ask your question.”
“Are you a man or a woman?” Yvette asked. “And would it be merman? Mermaid? Or…”
Nautia actually stopped in mid step, before very slowly turning to look at her. She couldn’t be entirely certain, but she’d received that look enough times in her life that she was pretty sure that the merfolk was questioning if she was an idiot. “Excuse me?”
“Would you be a--”
“Is this really important?” Nautia asked, their eyes narrowing and tone turning quite hostile. “I was selected by Wurindir to perform this mission and my gender has nothing to do with my capabilities, human. More to the point, are you not a female yourself? I would expe--”
“She’s trying to not offend you,” Gervas said, cutting the merfolk off. “She literally can’t tell and doesn’t want to get it wrong and insult you.”
Nautia stopped, looking between the two for a moment. She then gave a nod. “Ah. I see. My apologies. You see, many humans I have run into have expressed some discomfort over it. I am female, a mermaid.”
Yvette nodded. “Right. Sorry, I guess I should have figured that out. I mean, I thought you might be because you were so much smaller than--” She quickly shut up when the mermaid turned to glare at her, that at least she could identify. She gulped and gave a soft squeak. “And that has nothing to do with your gender, does it?”
“No. It does not,” Nautia said, the hostility radiating off her voice.
“Sorry. He usually does the talking,” Yvette said, pointing to Gervas.
“Perhaps you should stick to that tradition,” Nautia said.
Gervas lightly snickered and reached out to lightly pat her head. “Our apologies, but I swear that Yvette does mean well. She just isn’t quite the best at thinking before she speaks. She meant no harm. She’s just better at books and studying than she is people.”
Yvette nodded quickly and the mermaid gave a soft sigh before nodding. “Very well. If we could return to the matter at hand?” Nautia said moments before turning and leading them into a large, cold room. While everything else in the fort had looked a bit rickety, if stable, this room looked as if it was added recently, the floor still dirt, the walls and ceiling so loosely built that she could see through the holes between the boards. In the center of the room was a single old table that looked as if it was utterly soaked through and covered in little water stains. On top of it was a single map, spread out with a pair of stones on either end. The map itself looked as if it was made of a strange, rubbery material, despite being damp it didn’t look at all damaged.
Nautia walked to the map and pointed to one of the islands on it. “Here is where all the trouble started.”
“Where’s that?” Yvette asked.
Nautia blinked a few times before looking to Gervas. “Is that a joke?”
“I read the map,” Gervas said. “She turns into the dragon turtle. We each have our own strengths and weaknesses.”
Yvette flushed, looking between the two of them. “You know, turning into a dragon turtle isn’t easy. Swimming like that all day isn’t, either. It’s really exhausting. I’d like to see either of you do it.”
“Of course, my apologies,” Nautia said before tapping on it. “This is the island where the phoenix arose.”
Gervas glanced at the map before looking back to her. “It’s the island we slept last night.”
“Oh!” Yvette said, before a frown formed on her lips. “So is the mountain related?”
“Exactly,” Nautia said.
“Exactly what?” Yvette asked.
Nautia gave another sigh of exhaustion before glancing to Gervas. “Well?”
“I actually don’t know either,” Gervas said.
Now Nautia was looking at both of them as if they were idiots. Yvette couldn’t help starting to feel a bit annoyed by the mermaid, she certainly seemed to be quite judgmental. “Phoenixes are incredibly dangerous beasts and, when they arise, they can cause quite the disastrous environmental effects. Bursting free from the earth itself, like the legends of the birth of magic,” Nautia said.
“Like Akaziah?” Yvette asked. “The first dragon?”
“Ah, so you have knowledge of these matters. Exactly,” Nautia said. “When a phoenix first appears, it bursts open the earth itself and it is said that the lands themselves cry out in agony and the sky will shed tears of despair. However, from that destruction a new life is sprung. What was old is swept aside and, from it, new life is born.”
“Sounds dangerous,” Yvette said.
“It is, incredibly so. A phoenix is a creature of nature incarnate. Fire, thunder, wind, rain, hail. All envelop the creature. If you spent the night on the island, surely you saw the great thunderstorm that shattered the heavens?” Nautia asked.
Gervas gave a small nod. “Yes. We thought it was some mage’s fight. Are you saying the phoenix is responsible?”
“Partially,” Nautia said. “When a phoenix arises they are quite deadly and dangerous. They are smarter than most animals and beasts, but not quite as intelligent as, say, you or I.” Yvette couldn’t be certain but she swore that she saw the mermaid’s eyes flicker to her for a moment. She felt just a hint insulted, but tried to push that aside. “But they are also, in many cases, territorial beasts. If they see you as a threat, they will utterly destroy you. If you leave their territory, they will often leave you be. Within a few months, they can become far more benign and even valued allies to those living in the territory.
“When this one arose, a mage residing in the village contacted us immediately for aid. I was sent as I have the most talent in dealing with such magics and we quickly extracted most of the villagers from the locale safely. After that, the mage attempted a ritual to, well, while I don’t know the exact effects of such magic, harness the phoenixes power and make it calmer, accelerating its growth and burning off the excess power it now wields. It all went well until the empire got involved,” Nautia said with a soft, annoyed sigh.
“A surprise attack?” Gervas asked.
“Indeed. I wish I knew how they had pulled it off,” Nautia said coldly. “The ritual was halfway done by the time we had the first inkling that anything was wrong. Within moments their ships were there. Before we knew it the ritual was backfiring and the mage’s ship was engulfed in lightning and flames, turning the vessel to nothing more than splinters and ash. While we managed to sink many of their vessels as well, our efforts had to be focused on protection. We rescued who we could, but many didn’t survive the trip. By the time we got the wounded away, the empire had moved in, taken what they could from the wreckage and laid claim to the island and the phoenix.”
Yvette nodded. “So what is it you need a mage for?”
“To break the initial ritual circle,” Nautia said, her voice cold as ice. “While the second was never finished, the initial one placed in the phoenix’s den was and the empire has been able to harness some of that power and use it against us. The waters near that island get more dangerous every day and the area they can cover with their barriers is only growing wider. As much as I would prefer it if the phoenix was a calmer, less dangerous threat, at this point my primary goal is to stop the empire from being able to harness its might. You have seen the raw power that thing can unleash, I don’t even want to imagine what kind of destruction it could bring if they managed to fully control it.”
“All you need me to do is break a ritual circle? That’s not hard at all,” Yvette said with a smile. “Heck, I used to do that on accident all the time. Master Betan always got so furious.”
Nautia turned her gaze back to her. There was that look again. “You broke rituals? On accident?”
“I mean, yeah. I used to,” Yvette said, her cheeks going redder. “It’s quite common.”
“Aren’t you a master?” Nautia asked. “I’d heard that master mages of the Mage’s Association were supposed to be incredibly talented.”
“I DID say I used to,” Yvette said. “This was back when I was an apprentice. I’m just saying it’s really easy. You just need to find out where the most vulnerable parts are and then jam your own magic into that place until everything just shatters. Trust me, I’ve done it before. In fact, I did it recently when I had to…” She trailed off and glanced to Gervas. “I guess I did almost die that time though, huh?”
“Was that what you did?” Gervas asked.
“I mean, it was pretty big. I had to get rid of that magic somehow,” Yvette said with a light chuckle. “Still, the concept is the same. And this time the ritual wasn’t even made by a dragon turtle, so it’d probably be a thousand times easier.”
“Excuse me?” Nautia asked. “You’ve done this kind of thing before? Intentionally?”
Yvette nodded. “Of course. Not very often, though. But--”
“Then you’re perfect!” Nautia said, her voice radiating relief and, for the first time since they’d begun speaker, the edge faded from her tone. “You can do this. You will, won’t you?”
Yvette nodded. “Of--”
“No,” Gervas said.
“No?” Yvette and Nautia asked.
“The Mage’s Association has already been contacted and is sending someone, are they not?” Gervas asked. “More importantly, whoever they send will have more experience with the ritual and be able to better manage it than we could. On top of that, the last thing we want to get involved with is a territorial dispute between mages.”
Nautia’s eyes narrowed. “A territorial dispute between mages? This is hardly such a thing. If the empire gains total control of that phoenix, then—”
“Then they will be no more dangerous than any other nation in the world that has master mages at their beck and call. Or worse, grandmaster mages,” Gervas said calmly. “If even that. For all we know they can’t harness such powers.”
“While true,” Nautia said. “We--”
“On top of that, Petra is a transfiguration mage. This kind of power isn’t her specialty. Whoever the Mage’s Association sends is likely to be far more adept at this particular field. Going into a situation like this, ill prepared as we are, is likely to just get us killed. Not to mention cause more trouble for whoever is on their way,” Gervas said.
Yvette’s cheeks went red and she shook her head. “I don’t think it’s that bad, Gervas. I mean, all I have to do is break a ritual, right? Any apprentice could do that.”
“When the last ritual backfired, it destroyed a ship and every mage nearby,” Gervas said before turning his gaze to her. “Do you think you could handle that? If the power in it has to be released a certain way to avoid catastrophe, can you do it? Would you even be able to know if it did require that?”
Yvette tried to think of a proper response to that but, slowly, she shook her head. Try as she might, she knew he was right. While she could break the ritual itself there was no telling what destructive power it might have. It could kill her just like it had all those other mages. While she had broken the ritual on the massive turtle, all that magic had been was focused on making something larger and wiser, with all the magic for it used by the thing that had made it. This ritual was designed to contain and hold back the might of a phoenix, there was no telling what would happen if she tried to let it all out at once.
“On top of that, we have no idea where the ritual would be or how to get into the den,” Gervas said.
“I know,” Nautia said. “I was there when it was set.”
“Oh,” Gervas said. “Everything else I said stands then. The threats of our involvement are too high.”
“But—” Nautia said.
“I’m sorry,” Gervas said, cutting her off. “I know what you’re going to say. If you don’t think I want to help, you’re wrong. And if you don’t think she wants to help, you’re doubly wrong.” Nautia clenched her fists, but didn’t say anything. “But the best course of action in this case is to trust whoever the Mage’s Association sends.”
“You…” Nautia said before looking to Yvette. “And what say you, mage? Yes, the risks may be high, but the danger only grows. Every day the waters get more dangerous. By the time help arrives we may not be able to bypass the barriers they’ve placed. They may even be able to surround the entire island as well. Does your guardian speak for you? Are you as cowardly as him?”
“He’s not a coward,” Yvette said quickly, her own anger rising.
“Then I suppose that’s a yes,” Nautia said, sneering at them. “I should have known. A mage of the association is only ever willing to help when it benefits themselves, aren’t they? Very well. Name your price.”
“My price?” Yvette asked.
“What?” Gervas asked.
“Your price,” Nautia said. “If you are a traveling mage, there is obviously something you want, something you desire. I saw the way your face lit up once I mentioned the black market. You desire something, what is it?”
“I don’t--” Yvette started.
“Don’t lie to me, mage,” Nautia said coldly.
“We’re not--” Gervas said.
“I wasn’t asking you, guardian. You’ve made your stance on this clear. While you may see the dangers required to end this early as an unacceptable risk, I do not. I am not a member of the Mage’s Association and if their plans are ruined, I care not. All I care about is that this conflict ends before more of my people are wounded or worse. You have found yourself in the middle of a war, like it or not,” Nautia said fiercely. “We have waited long enough and I will not allow an opportunity like this to pass me up. Name your price, mage.”
Yvette gulped and looked between the two of them. Finally, she cleared her throat before she started. “Very well. I’d like to talk with my guardian in private for a moment.”
“What?” Nautia asked. “He already said—”
“I won’t go behind his back. As this is something that affects both of us, I will discuss it with him before coming to any decision. If you demand I make a decision now, then the answer will be no. If you would like me to consider it, then please give us a little bit of time to discuss it,” Yvette said, her voice as firm as she could make it.
Nautia’s eyes narrowed but, very slowly, she nodded. “Very well. I will wait outside. Please come and--”
“Actually, I think it might be best if he and I went for a little walk around the island first. Okay?” Yvette said before grabbing Gervas’ hand and dragging him behind her, drawing a surprised yelp from him. She didn’t give Nautia a chance to object, instead heading out through the fort and trying her best to avoid looking too closely at the wounded. Once they were outside and on the beach again she let out a soft sigh of relief.
“You aren’t really considering it, are you?” Gervas asked.
“Not on my own, I’m not,” Yvette said before glancing back at him. “I do, however, want to discuss it with you.”
“It’s reckless,” Gervas said with a frown. “Even if the chance to get a phoenix talon is here, there are other ways to do it. Like--”
“The black market?” Yvette asked before she started to walk. She couldn’t help but notice how often the merfolk would glance up at the pair of them only to quickly look away the moment they noticed she saw.
“Not what I had in mind,” Gervas said. “Other ways. I wouldn’t trust that kind of thing. Pirates can’t be trusted and, worse, if the things they gave you weren’t truly what they said they were, it could end up destroying everything you’ve already worked so hard to acquire.”
Yvette nodded. “True. But this is an opportunity, isn’t it? A phoenix right here. It’s not like there are a lot of them just waiting for us to find them. But this one is right here, right now, it’s an opportunity. On top of that, they need our help.”
Gervas rolled his eyes. “The Mage’s Association will have someone coming already. In case you forgot,” he said, his voice going low quickly. “You’re not exactly their favorite person right now. What happens if whoever they send figures out that you’re a fallen mage?”
As much as Yvette hated to admit it, she knew that was right. If whoever came here figured out what and who she was, there was no telling what could happen. By now the Mage’s Association had likely already sent someone to try and locate and dispatch her. If they knew where she was, then she’d be bringing more trouble down on both of them. She reached down, gentle playing with the ring on her finger before nodding. “You’re right, I can’t argue that.”
“Good,” Gervas said.
“But what if they aren’t?” Yvette asked.
Gervas paused for a moment, looking over to her. “What do you mean?”
“You said the Mage’s Association would be sending someone, right? After all, everything here is going poorly and there’s a phoenix right there. However, it’s also a dispute between countries at this point, possibly a full on war. The Eterna Empire has taken over new territory. These islands aren’t exactly easy to get to at the best of times, even worse now. While they may be able to setup a teleportation array, there’s no telling if they’ll decide that it’s worth it. They may decide that sending some mages by boat is superior. Or, more importantly, they may decide that the best course of action is to do nothing at all.”
“They wouldn’t do that,” Gervas said.
“Wouldn’t they?” Yvette asked. “The Mage’s Association isn’t going to want to get involved in a war, even against the Eterna Empire. That adds a whole new twist to the affair. The fact things already went poorly once and cost a lot of mages their lives might make them even less willing to interfere. Certainly they could have decided to send aid within the first few days. Or it could be months before they decide to send help, if any. You heard how desperate she was. I may literally be the only chance they have.”
“You’re not prepared for this,” Gervas said.
“Of course I’m not,” Yvette said. “There’s a good chance it might kill me if I tried. But there’s still a better chance of me doing it correctly than there is of anyone else here. I’ve broken things like that before. I broke the one from the dragon turtle, remember? Compared to that, this might be easy.”
“And if you can’t?” Gervas asked.
Yvette gave a shrug. “I don’t know. But think about it. Let’s say three years from now. We hear about this place and find out that someone from the Mage’s Association arrived a day later and ended up fixing everything without us. That we just narrowly avoided disaster and me being found.”
“I don’t see how that’s supposed to convince me,” Gervas said.
“Hear me out. That’s the best case scenario,” Yvette said. “Now consider if we hear about this in three years and we found out that nobody had come in the end and the Eterna Empire had managed to figure out how to harness the phoenix as a tool of war. It resulted in a conflict with who knows what other nations and thousands were left dead.”
Gervas gave a soft sigh, shaking his head. “Yvette, it’s not our duty to deal with this.”
“It’s not anyone’s duty, is it?” Yvette asked. “The Mage’s Association has no real reason to get involved aside from the fact they already were. They might decide to cut their losses rather than risk getting involved in the conflict. More importantly, nobody of the association is here. It would be dangerous, but I am here now. Can I really just stand aside and hope it all works out in the end? Is that what I’m going to always do? Do you really want me to ignore the people right in front of me who need my help just because it’s dangerous? Besides, everything about my life these days is dangerous, this is almost tame in comparison.”
“I hate that we have to have this talk,” Gervas said, lifting a hand up to rub his forehead. “Yet I love that we have to have this talk. Do you know how frustrating that is?”
Yvette smiled despite herself and gave a small nod. “Oh, entirely.”
“You’re right, we’re here,” Gervas said. “We have no way of knowing if they’ll send anyone. Judging by Nautia’s reaction, she doesn’t either. She’s desperate.”
“Can you blame her?” Yvette asked.
“I’d be pretty desperate too,” Gervas said. “Remember what I told you before? Don’t light yourself on fire to keep others warm?”
“Of course. Because that’s what your dad said,” Yvette said. “Not that you followed it, now did you? After all, you’re here with me.”
“Someone has to look out for you and it’s certainly not going to be you,” Gervas said.
Yvette gave a light chuckle before looking up at the sky for a moment. “I’m happy you came around to my way of thinking. I think I would have felt guilty for ages if we just left things as they were.”
“Really? Maybe you’ve just got a bit of a hero complex, Yvette,” Gervas said with a light chuckle. “But I guess that’s just another reason I’m here.”
“Well, maybe the world needs more people like us, then,” Yvette said. “Besides, it’s the kind of mage I want to be. Someone who goes someplace and makes things better. Not-- mmph!”
Yvette’s words were cut off when Gervas pulled her to a stop and then leaned in close, wrapping his arms around her and kissing her lips firmly. She felt her knees start to go weak and she slowly wrapped her arms around him, holding on and trying to ignore the furious pounding of her heart. After a few moments he finally let her go and gave a small smile. “Very well, oh master mage. Shall we go and see if you can try and get yourself nearly killed again today?”
“What?” Yvette asked, staring at him bleary eyed. “Who? What? We’re doing the what now? You kissed me.”
“Yes I did,” Gervas said with a smile. “Come on, let’s go light ourselves on fire,” he said before he turned and began to walk back, half dragging and half holding her up when he went.
Yvette followed behind him, struggling to get her mind back in order while she walked with him. Fire? Why were they on fire? Who was on fire? Phoenix? Right, she was lighting a phoenix on fire. Wait, no, that wasn’t right. Was it? Yes. No. Wait. She couldn’t suppress the giddy smile on her lips no matter how hard she tried, though. Not that she tried very hard.
Chapter 9
 
 
 
“You want a talon?” Nautia asked. “That’s it?”
“I require one for a rather complex spell,” Yvette said. “If there’s a phoenix here anyway, I might as well get it as well.”
“Do you need the full foot?” Nautia asked.
“NO!” Yvette yelled quickly, the mere thought of doing such a thing horrifying. The whole foot? She couldn’t imagine what kind of spell would even need such a component. The talon, at least, would grow back. “Just the talon, please,” she said again. “And not even the full talon. If I can just get it to stand still for a few minutes I could probably clip the tip off. Or baring that, there might even be some pieces in its nest that will be perfect, a few small fragments would really be all I need.”
Nautia sighed and gave a small nod. “I see. Talon clippings, truly the magics of master mages such as yourself is a mystical, unique craft that those such as I could never hope to fully understand.”
Gervas gave a light snort at that, but had the decency to keep his mouth shut this time.
Yvette frowned, glaring at him for a moment before turning back to the mermaid. “You asked what I wanted, didn’t you? You didn’t say you’d be mocking me over it. There are other things I need to gather but I am at least trying to be reasonable.”
“You’re right, my apologies,” Nautia said, bowing her head. “I am sorry if I seem quite tense, it has been a rather difficult time for all of us here. I truly do appreciate the fact that you have both agreed to help us in this manner. I swear I will get you that talon if I have to get the phoenix myself and chop off the talon personally.”
Yvette paled slightly and shook her head. “I ummm… would rather it be done safely. Phoenixes are rare enough as it is without trying to maim the first one I’ve ever seen. We can worry about it after though, okay? Once this threat is dealt with. Have you heard anything from the Mage’s Association about when their aid will arrive?”
Nautia shook her head. “No. But our own preparations are well underway, so long as you can disrupt the ritual we can take care of everything else.”
Yvette nodded. “Of course. What happens once it’s broken, though? They’ll still hold the town, won’t they?”
“Yes. But without the ability to tap into the phoenix’s power we will no longer need to be as wary of traveling through those waters. We’ll be able to cut off their supplies and, if not fully drive them off, at least make remaining an inhospitable arrangement,” Nautia said calmly. “They’ll be driven off eventually and unable to become the kind of threat we fear.”
“Once the actual danger is gone, maybe the Mage’s Association will finally step in to help,” Yvette said, just a hint of bitterness in her voice.
Nautia stared at her, her eyes wide now. “I’m sorry?”
“Oh, sorry, I shouldn’t have said that,” Yvette said quickly. “I was just--”
“I must admit, I am quite surprised to hear such words about the association from a mage,” Nautia said.
“Well, I mean, I may be a part of the association but that doesn’t mean I believe they’re infallible. In fact, I can name at least three or four different situations off the top of the head where they were filled with fallible. Ness. Fallibleness. Is that a word?” Yvette asked.
“I don’t know why you’re asking me, it’s your language,” Nautia said with a small shrug. “Just because I can speak it does not mean I know all of the intricacies.”
“I think it is. If it’s not, it should be,” Gervas said before giving a small shrug of his own. “But I couldn’t say for certain.”
“Then yes, they have a lot of fallibleness. I’ve also seen a lot of mages be incredibly greedy, selfish and refuse to do what should be done until everything went wrong. In fact, one of my first experiences with another mage was like that,” Yvette said with a sigh. “Sorry, I think I’m getting off track. What were we talking about?”
“Breaking the ritual,” Nautia said. “You are quite easily distracted. That’s troubling.”
“She’s always like this when she’s nervous,” Gervas said with a light chuckle.
“Really?” Nautia asked.
“Yes. Sadly, she’s always nervous,” Gervas said, looking as solemn as could be.
“And he’s always paranoid, it’s a great combination,” Yvette said, her voice dripping with sarcasm.
“Truly you two are made for each other. The hardest part will be getting to where the ritual was initially created. We’ll need to head into the phoenixes nest. I don’t suppose you know any geomancy?” Nautia asked.
“Not much, I wish I knew more,” Yvette said softly. “Would have been incredibly useful a few times.”
“I was afraid of that,” Nautia said with a sigh. “Flight?”
Yvette gave a light chuckle and rubbed the back of her head. “It’s uhhh, on the list of things I’ve been meaning to develop.”
“I take it your specialty is water forms, then?” Nautia asked. “I suppose taking the form of a dragon turtle can’t have been easy.”
“You wouldn’t believe how hard it was,” Yvette said with as innocent a smile as she could force. “Things have just been so hectic I haven’t had much chance to practice things like flight.”
“Then that leaves only one path for us to take. When we initially entered the volcano, a geomancer made the path we took to get up to the nest, in fact it leads straight up there,” Nautia said.
“That’s convenient,” Yvette said with a smile. “So why do you say it like it’s a bad thing?”
Nautia sighed and shook her head. “It’s in the village, isn’t it?” Gervas asked.
“Yes,” Nautia said.
“Oh,” Yvette said. “That’s less convenient.”
“Likely to be heavily guarded, isn’t it?” Gervas asked.
“Indeed,” Nautia said.
“Any other ways in?” Gervas asked.
Nautia shook her head.
“Delightful,” Gervas said.
“So, what’s the plan?” Yvette asked. “Go in at night and--”
“Definitely not,” Nautia said quickly. “The phoenix is most active in the night. Going anywhere near it during that time would be akin to suicide. No, it’ll have to be done during the day.”
“Could we approach during the night, then wait in the tunnel until sunrise?” Yvette asked.
“It wouldn’t be easy,” Nautia said. “At night we dare not go near those waters. We would need to approach during the day, then make our way into the tunnel at night, then hope nobody noticed us during the night and then head to the nest once the sun had risen and the phoenix rested once more. Assuming they didn’t have anyone going into the tunnels during those times.”
Yvette gave a small nod, a frown on her lips. Frankly the whole thing sounded worse the more she heard about it. “So going during the day is our best bet. Well, then maybe there is one thing I can do,” she said with a small chuckle. “It won’t be pretty, though. Or safe.”
“What is it?” Nautia asked.
“I could dig a hole,” Yvette said.
“I thought you said you didn’t know any geomancy?” Nautia asked.
“I don’t. But it’s not solid stone, right? Just dirt? I could make a giant mole form and dig through that. I don’t know how well it would work, or how far I could go. I don’t know how stable it would be either. But, in theory, I could dig us through there and into the other tunnel,” Yvette said.
“Would you be able to tell where you were going?” Gervas asked.
“Not particularly, no,” Yvette said sheepishly.
“Then we’ll call that plan unlikely to risk,” Gervas said.
“I don’t know, I think it has potential,” Nautia said.
“It’s a volcano that just had a phoenix rise out of it recently. There could be magma or who knows what else in that rock,” Gervas said firmly. “Not to mention there’s no telling how stable it is. That’d be borderline suicide.”
Nautia gave a soft sigh before nodding. “Fair enough. Then we’ll need to be careful. I know where the tunnel is, at least, but we’ll need to be as sneaky as we can. Petra, do you know any magic to hide yourself?”
“I can turn into an animal,” Yvette said. Judging by the look on Nautia’s face, the mermaid wanted to say something in response to that, but she instead just nodded.
“Very well. We’ll just need to do our best, then. See if we can find an opening,” Nautia said, though she sounded almost depressed in her tone.
Yvette couldn’t blame her. Of all the mages the mermaid could have had show up on their shore, the only one they had was her. She wouldn’t have been very pleased either. She tried to change the subject. “Hey, Nautia?”
“Yes?” the mermaid asked.
“You seem to know a lot about this ritual, if you don’t mind me asking, why were you there? Was it because you were a mermaid representative?” Yvette asked.
“Oh, not at all,” Nautia said. “I helped to set it.”
Both Gervas and Yvette shouted at the same time in response. “WHAT?”
“No,” Nautia said, shaking her head. “Nothing quite like you’re imagining. I don’t know the first thing about the rituals that were done. My magic is more elemental in nature and nowhere near the caliber of a proper mage. It is, however, similar to that of the phoenix itself. It was the primary reason I was sent here to begin with. As such, I was able to help set the initial ritual without disturbing the phoenix itself. I mostly just stood there as the mages chanted in my general direction.”
“Sounds annoying,” Gervas said.
“It was hardly the most exciting experience I’d been through,” Nautia said. “Being, effectively, a statue in the middle of their spell. But it was useful, supposedly, and it is the key reason I will be able to guide you there.”
Yvette nodded. “Right. That’ll probably make it easier to break with you there, at least. If you were a key component of creating it. So, the entrance. Is it directly in the town itself?”
Nautia shook her head. “No. Nearby, however. When the phoenix first awoke it burst free from the ground and decimated much of the surrounding landscape.”
“I’d imagine so,” Yvette said with a shudder. She couldn’t imagine how terrifying that had to be. One moment forests and flat lands and then the next the ground splitting open and a tower of dirt, rock and fire rising from the ground. She could still remember the sight of broken buildings and collapsed walls near the mountain. When it had happened it had likely been far worse. “How bad was it?”
“I was not here when it happened,” Nautia said with a shake of her head. “Though I am told that there were signs that something was going on and, fortunately, there were very few in the surrounding area at the time of its arrival. Apparently they were incredibly fortunate, I’ve heard tales of eruptions such as that one that wiped out entire cities in seconds, wiping out thousands. All things considered they were lucky that most of the destruction erupted with the phoenix itself and not in a flurry of magma and stone.”
Yvette nodded, though she couldn’t help but think back to the thunder she saw while on that island. Massive bolts that pierced the heavens and struck the sea. If the phoenix was capable of not just doing that, but doing it over and over with such power and ease, she hated to imagine what would have happened if it had decided to fully unleash its fury on the town upon awakening. She doubted there would be anything more than a crater remaining.
“So we can avoid going near the town itself?” Gervas asked.
“Unlikely,” Nautia said. “While it’s not directly in the town, when they made the tunnel into it they did ensure it was as near as possible. While it may not be in the town proper, they do have patrols in the area that we have seen. If we go there, we’ll need to be quick and quiet.”
Yvette nodded. “So how many of us are going?”
“Just you and I,” Nautia said.
“No,” Gervas said quickly. “If Petra goes, I’m going.”
Nautia took a slow, deep breath. “Hawken, it will be difficult enough for the two of us to get in there without being seen. A third--”
“There is absolutely no possible thing you can say that will make me okay with her going off on her own to do this,” Gervas said firmly. “I’m coming with her, like it or not. Right, Petra?”
“Yes,” Yvette said without hesitation, unable to stop herself from smiling. “He’s my guardian, after all. And if anyone can keep me safe, he can. Besides, I never would have gotten this far if not for him. Last time I didn’t have him with me to help, I almost died. I’d rather not repeat that.”
Nautia clenched her fists and for a moment Yvette suspected the mermaid was going to yell at them. Finally she shook her head. “Very well, then. I will, somehow, sneak both of you in. Anything else? Perhaps you have a familiar? Perhaps some friends and family you’d like to take along?”
Yvette shook her head. “No, I never actually got a familiar. Maybe I should do that one of these days, I hear they’re really familiar. I really do miss Chestnut and Redwood.”
Gervas nodded. “They’re waiting for us when we get back to the mainland.”
Nautia gave a soft, depressed sigh. “Very well. We will try tomorrow morning. Once the phoenix’s nightly displays have finished it will be the best time for us to attempt anything. If you require anything, do not hesitate to ask. Until then, please, make yourself at home,” the mermaid said before turning and all but storming off.
Yvette waited a few moments before glancing over to Gervas. “She is really angry, isn’t she?”
“She’s tense,” Gervas said. “I don’t blame her. Tomorrow is going to be rough. You sure you want to do this? Still time for us to back out.”
“No,” Yvette said before reaching out and grabbing his hand. She gave it an affectionate little squeeze. “Besides. You’ll be there by my side, won’t you? So I know it’ll be okay.” To her delight, her words were rewarded with a light blush. He looked so adorable when he was embarrassed.
 
------ 
 
“How long has it been now?” Yvette asked.
“Huh?” Gervas asked, glancing over at her.
The pair were laying out on the beach, the sun having gone down hours ago and now just the stars in the night sky and a small fire remaining. Occasionally Yvette could hear the splashes of the merfolk as they went about their business as well as pained cries from the fort, though she tried to tune those out. She couldn’t do anything more to help them than the merfolk already were. The few bite marks she’d healed before were nothing compared to those severe burns. “Since you and I met.”
“Not sure. It has been pretty chaotic,” Gervas said.
Yvette nodded, staring at the stars. “It feels like almost yesterday that I met you. You wasted no time in making an impression.”
“Neither did you,” Gervas said with a light chuckle. “Tearing your clothing apart. I thought you’d gone mad.”
“I was pretty mad,” Yvette said when she thought about the anger she’d felt when she discovered her master had changed her clothing. “Especially at you. You did kind of deserve it.”
“I probably did,” Gervas said. “I didn’t know, though. I was just going off of what I was told.”
“You know, I think I can forgive that part,” Yvette said. “But I’m not so sure about all of the bruises and bumps from the training practices. That is something I don’t think you’ve ever actually apologized for.”
“If you don’t want to get beaten, learn to handle a knife better,” Gervas said with a small smile. “You don’t see me complaining when you mages do things like hit me with a golem.”
Yvette nodded. “Fair. I suppose next time I turn into, say, a troll or something I’ll just make sure to take a swing at you. After all, at that point it’s only fair.”
Gervas didn’t respond for a few moments. Then he finally gave a light sigh and pinched her side. “Bad mage. Bad.”
“Ow!” Yvette said before snickering. “Fine, I won’t. You could lighten up when we spar, though.”
“I could,” Gervas said. “But I won’t.”
“Wh—”
“Because now I have to make doubly sure you don’t get yourself killed. Especially as hard as you try to do it. My work is really cut out for me,” Gervas said with a light, almost mournful sigh. “Alas, the job of a guardian is never done.”
Yvette sighed and then rolled over against him, resting her head on his chest. “Okay, fine. I guess you have a valid reason for that. Still think you just like bullying mages, though.”
“I can do it for two reasons,” Gervas said.
Yvette gave a light snort before she reached out to pinch his side, drawing a light chuckle from him. “We’re gonna be fine tomorrow,” she said gently.
“Hopefully,” Gervas said.
“I guarantee it,” Yvette said. “Can’t die. Too busy. Besides, if your grandmother, a giant turtle, pirates and a leviathan couldn’t do it, what chance does a phoenix have?”
“Stars know you’ll give it every chance you can to make sure it succeeds,” Gervas said.
Yvette couldn’t help but giggle at that response before shaking her head. “Just go to sleep, silly. We’ve got a big day ahead of us.”
“You too, reckless mage. Just be thankful, you have the easy job.”
“Oh?” Yvette asked. “Breaking a seal might be pretty hard.”
“Not that. You’ll try and get yourself killed and it’ll be my job to make sure you fail,” Gervas said.
Yvette gave a light snort. “Oh, well, I’m sure you’ll handle it the same way you do everything else. Yell at it until it goes away or beat it with a stick.”
“Hey,” Gervas said before lightly nudging her. “That’s not fair.”
“Oh?” Yvette asked.
“I do a lot more than beat it with a stick. Sometimes I stab it, too,” Gervas said with a haughty tone.
Yvette couldn’t help it, she broke down into a fit of giggles at that one, soon both their laughter echoing into the night.
Chapter 10
 
 
 
Yvette’s heart was pounding so hard she was certain the others could hear it once she turned back into her normal form. The beach they had arrived on looked completely empty, but she couldn’t help but wonder if there was possibly someone out there, hidden in the trees, watching them. Waiting for the opportune moment to strike. Or what if their approach had been seen and now their enemies were on high alert? Nautia had managed to, temporarily, nullify the electrical barrier stopping them from swimming to the island and assured her that they wouldn’t be able to tell, but she couldn’t help but wonder if the mermaid was only saying that to calm them. It had been far too easy getting back to the island and she could just feel that something had to be wrong.
“Come on,” Gervas whispered, his hand gripping hers and dragging her forward and away from the beach, shaking her from her panicked thoughts.
Behind them Nautia followed closely. In her hands she carried a large green trident, made of some kind of material she couldn’t identify but looked almost like liquid jade. The mermaid walked backwards, slowly moving the trident back and forth while she whispered an incantation, the beach’s sand slowly rolling back to wash over their tracks.
Before long the three were in the trees and Yvette felt a tiny bit better as they hadn’t been attacked at least. “What now?” she asked.
“We make our way towards the tunnel,” Nautia said. “The closer we get, the harder it will be to avoid their patrols. Don’t underestimate them. They aren’t all the most skilled warriors, but if they catch you unawares they will not need to be. More than a few of our scouts have learned this the hard way.”
Yvette nodded, memories of the arrows coming quickly to mind. If not for Gervas she likely would have been killed. Even with him she’d almost met a deadly end. Empire or not, they could and would be dangerous if she wasn’t careful. She glanced down to her hand, Gervas’ fingers still locked with hers. Judging by how tightly he was holding her, she suspected he was as nervous as she was. She glanced back towards Nautia. “Is your focus going to hold up okay?” Yvette asked, motioning to the trident.
“My focus will be fine,” Nautia said. “Merely focus on yourselves.” She then knelt down and pulled a small bag off of her back. It was covered in a strange, glistening flora Yvette couldn’t identify. Unwrapping it revealed a small brown cloak, still dry. The merfolk then slid it up and over herself, the cloak even hiding her face with only a blue hand appearing outside it.
“Will that really do any good?” Yvette asked. “They’ll still be able to tell you’re not human.”
“It’s not so they don’t know I am their enemy,” Nautia said, her tone slow and holding a hint of condescension. “It’s because my particular shade of blue does not blend in well with the wildlife. Shall we?” Without waiting for an answer, the merfolk began to walk. Yvette couldn’t help but notice that when she did, that faint squishing sound she had heard a few nights ago seemed to be coming from the mermaid, albeit far softer than she’d heard then. She didn’t know if that made her feel better or worse to know how close she’d been to the merfolk then.
Gervas started walking after the mermaid a moment later, pulling Yvette behind him slowly. She felt her heart begin to pound even more before she glanced back out towards the sea. It had all seemed so much easier to argue to help them yesterday, when she’d been so far away. Now that she was on the island it felt so much scarier. She tried to take solace in the knowledge that they weren’t doing this entirely alone, that out in the sea the key part of their plan was waiting.
Dozens of merfolk who would create the ‘distraction’ that would hopefully buy them the opportunity to get to the phoenix’s nest. There was no telling how well it would work, if it would work and, in the end, how many of them might get hurt or worse in the attempt.
Yvette felt her stomach do another small jump and gently squeezed Gervas’ hand. Bit by bit they made their way through the trees, coming ever closer to the town. She could once again see it in the distance, now nearly as close as they had been when she and Gervas were first attacked.
Yet, this time, nothing happened. There wasn’t any glint of metal or vicious arrows tearing through the air at them. Despite her growing unease, there didn’t seem to be any patrols coming towards them.
Still, they had a long way to go and she knew she couldn’t allow herself to get too calm yet. There was no telling when or if someone might come upon them while they were moving. Every leaf rustling in the wind, every light movement of the branches rubbing against each other, every creak of the trees made her get more and more tense, her hand gripping Gervas’ so hard she thought she might break her own hand.
The fact he didn’t even seem to mind made her wonder if he was just as tense as her or if she was so weak he didn’t really mind. A small part of her wanted to use a spell to amplify her strength in order to see if he would give her a larger reaction. Another part of her shoved that thought aside because she knew it was only something she was thinking to avoid focusing on the stress of knowing they could possibly get in another fight to the death soon.
Gervas turned to look at her before giving a small smile. “It’s okay,” he whispered.
Yvette loosened her grip slightly and she couldn’t help it. A little relief washed over her. She knew it was silly, but she couldn’t shake the feeling that, maybe, if he said it then it was true. She nodded and continued behind him, giving him one more squeeze, far softer this time.
Still the silence made every step more worrying. What she wouldn’t have given just to hear a bird’s chirp or the chittering of a squirrel. The lack of any animals only made it feel more and more nerve wracking.
Nautia suddenly went still and raised a hand up for them to stop. Gervas went entirely still and she followed his example, even holding her breath lest it somehow give her away. She strained her ears, trying to hear what, if anything, could be out there. For a few moments she wondered if the merfolk hadn’t heard anything at all and was just being paranoid.
Then she heard a light crunch of a leaf being stepped. Both she and Gervas lowered themselves to the ground, kneeling behind the bushes and waiting for whatever had made that noise to appear.
Three men appeared after a few moments, walking slowly through the trees as well. One had a bow nocked but relaxed, the other two carrying spears. While they did seem to be moving quietly through the area, they didn’t seem at all tense. If anything, they seemed quite relaxed, if silent. Her eyes narrowed when she watched them pass by.
They suddenly stopped and she felt Gervas let her hand go and reach for his sword. One of the men knelt down by one of the trees before shaking his head. “No, just a bit damp. No sign of the fish.” He then got back to his feet and they began walking once more.
Yvette felt herself beginning to relax. The scouts didn’t seem to be entirely on alert and, even if they were, Nautia seemed to be more than capable of noticing them long before they arrived. There didn’t seem to be any need to worry afterall.
No sooner did she have those thoughts before reality itself seemed to want to prove her wrong. The sound, if it could be called that, echoed through not just her ears, but her entire body. A voice calling out from, well, she couldn’t imagine where. Words that were more a sound than actual words, yet so precise and so definitive that they couldn’t be anything more than a single meaning. ‘Under attack.’
The word, perhaps words as she couldn’t quite understand it, rattled through her body. Was she under attack? Was it a message? A warning? How had it even--
Before she could properly process what the meaning was she heard rapid, heavy footsteps. The three men came running back then, any calmness now gone from them, in fact they looked half panicked. Unfortunately her heart almost skipped a beat when she realized they were heading straight towards the village now, not taking the same meandering path they had before.
They were going to run right through the foliage that Nautia was using for cover. Yvette started to get to her feet, but Gervas didn’t let her. He instead reached up and grabbed her shoulder, holding her still and shaking his head. Yvette lifted a hand to her mouth, her eyes locked on the mermaid.
Nautia didn’t move, though. She was kneeling on the ground, her trident laying in the grass in front of her.
One of the men ran past the mermaid, not even looking. Yvette was absolutely certain the man had to pass within inches of her. He’d been so close, but he didn’t even seem to notice her. She supposed the cloak was a far better concealer than she first thought.
The second went past her as well. How Nautia could remain so perfectly still without lashing out she didn’t know, but she had to admire the nerves of the woman.
But nerves or not, the third was running straight at Nautia. She wanted desperately to call out, to warn the mermaid. Any second now the man was going to run into her. For a second it felt as if the world slowed down and it was all she could do to not scream and lunge forward.
The third man stopped in mid step. The movement happened so fast Yvette couldn’t even be sure she saw it happen. One moment the mermaid was kneeling, hidden amongst the bushes. The next she was on her feet, springing up in front of the man like a snake. The trident followed, the prongs jamming up into his chin and out the other side of his skull. One of her hands was already up, over the man’s mouth, not that he had time to scream.
Then she, and the body, were back down on the ground.
Yvette didn’t move, holding her breath and waiting for some cry of alarm from the other men, some sign that they had noticed the attack.
However, there was nothing. Within moments the other two were gone, not even looking back for their missing comrade. Her heart was now pounding so hard she was certain it might burst out of her chest. Eventually Gervas slowly rose back to his feet. “Let’s go,” he said quietly.
“What about the body?” Yvette asked.
“No time,” Nautia said. “The attack has begun, did you not hear the alarm? It won’t distract them forever and if we’re going to have any chance of success, we need to go now.”
Yvette gave a small nod, though she did find her eyes drawn to the bush that the body was now hidden under. She could see a few traces of blood, but even now it was hidden well enough she wouldn’t have guessed it was there. She wondered how long until they’d find it. Or would the animals find it first?
She then shuddered when she remembered there didn’t seem to be any animals here.
Yvette tried to focus on what kind of animals could still be here while they made their way closer and closer to the town, rather than the hidden body behind them and looming danger that awaited them.
 
------ 
 
The village was a bustle of activity. While the pier was once more entirely empty, Yvette could see at least three ships out on the water now. People were gathered near the water’s edge now, spears in hand, bows out and occasionally shooting out into the water.
It wasn’t the most effective method for fighting an undersea threat, though. She wondered if it was having any actual effect on the merfolk at all. She could see people stationed along the walls as well, likely searching for any more threats that would try to catch them unaware.
Fortunately while they were near enough to see the village, they weren’t going any closer, instead veering around towards the back of it and to the base of the volcano. The assault of the merfolk seemed to be quite a fitting distraction as most of the defenses seemed to be on the beach and trying to ensure the merfolk didn’t come closer.
Unfortunately when they finally came within view of the tunnel, Yvette felt unease swelling in her stomach once more. There were two people stationed outside it. The assault had them on alert as well and both were standing with their backs against the wall, their eyes focused on the village.
Nautia let out a soft sigh. “Damn it. I was hoping this distraction would lure off all of their soldiers,” she whispered.
“What do we do?” Yvette asked.
“Do you know any spells that can affect them from here?” Nautia asked.
Yvette shook her head. “No.”
“Truly I can tell that master mages are incredible individuals,” Nautia said, her voice dripping with sarcasm.
“How about you? You know magic, don’t you?” Yvette asked.
“I do, but nothing that could be at all accurate, or subtle, from here,” Nautia said softly. “Nothing at all that can fly?”
Yvette shook her head and eyed the two. Their focus was heavily on the village, if it was possible to get near enough, she knew she had forms that could grab them. Perhaps the troll form. But she’d need to get them by surprise. She eyed the tunnel for a moment before glancing over the path they’d have to take to get to the pair. Very rocky, but not a lot of places to hide. At least, not as a human. “I think I have an idea.”
“Yes?” Nautia asked.
“If I can get them unawares, I think I can take them both out. We’ll need to move fast, though. Before anyone else notices they’re missing,” Yvette said.
“Catch them unawares how?” Gervas asked.
“Easy, sneak up on them,” Yvette said before tapping her bracer and activating her reagents.
“How do you intend to do that?” Gervas asked, his voice going cold and distrustful.
“Easy, I’ll be much, much smaller. Trust me, okay?” Yvette said with a smile before holding out her arm. “I have just the right spell.”
“Petra,” Gervas said. “I don’t think that’s a good--”
“It’ll be fine,” Yvette said. “Just trust me, please?” He gave another sigh before nodding. She quickly whispered the incantation for her spell before her magic surged through her. Quickly her body began to lower to the ground and she felt a light, tingling sensation when fur burst out all over her body, her bones and skin molding themselves to her new, designated form. Within a few seconds Yvette the person was no longer there, instead a small, gray puppy was standing before them, her little tail wagging.
“That... is adorable,” Nautia whispered, her eyes locked on Yvette. “I did not expect her to have such a form. I take back what I said. She is astonishingly poofy.”
“She’s just full of surprises,” Gervas said. “Petra, are you sure about this?”
Yvette gave a small nod. She felt odd, though. Something felt wrong, as if there was a tingling going down her spine, or electricity coursing along her fur. Not enough to hurt, but still enough to make her feel mildly uncomfortable and want to desperately run off. The same she had felt when she had first come to the island. No wonder no animals wanted to be anywhere near the island. She gave a soft shudder but tried to tune it out. She crept slowly out from the bushes and began to make her way towards the tunnel, keeping herself as low to the ground as she could.
Even if the rocks themselves weren’t very big for her normal size, as small as she was she found she was able to easily crawl around the rocks to keep herself from being noticed. She just had to be cautious when she went so she didn’t disturb any of the rubble.
Unfortunately, she was quickly finding herself covered in dirt and rocks, the form’s rather thick fur almost seeming to absorb the environment. She wondered how in the world dog owners kept their pets clean when it was so easy to get dirty. Still, she was almost to them, she only had to--
Oh no.
Yvette went entirely still, struggling to control the sudden tickling of her nose. She shook her head, struggling desperately to suppress what she felt coming. She could feel it building inside her and even as she pawed helplessly at her nose, it didn’t reduce the sensation. She was so close, she only had to go a little further. If she could just control it for a few more minutes, she’d be fine. Just a little--
It wasn’t enough. She let out a soft, helpless little doggy sneeze. Unfortunately, that scattered up more dirt and within a few moments she couldn’t stop sneezing, little sneezes erupting from her one after the other despite her desperate efforts to suppress them.
Eventually her nose was clear again and the tingling stopped. She actually began to think that her mistake had gone unnoticed, until she realized there was now a shadow over her. She looked up at the surprised face of one of the guards, who was staring down at her.
Yvette wished she’d thought harder about this plan now.
Chapter 11
 
 
 
Yvette didn’t move, struggling to think of what she should do now. Run away? Run at the man? What would a dog do? What was the natural reaction to this kind of situation. What was it dogs usually did whenever she was near them? She felt like an idiot when she realized what she had to do.
Yvette started to wag her tail.
“It’s a dog,” the man said, glancing back towards the tunnel. “Someone’s dog.”
“Here?” the other one said and a moment later she saw the other man walking around towards her. “Wow. Mangy little thing, isn’t it?”
“Eh, a bit dirty but with messy hair like that, I’m not surprised,” the man said before kneeling down and slowly putting his spear on the ground. “Here boy, come on. Don’t worry, nobody is gonna hurt yah.”
Yvette took a step forward, but then paused, her tail still wagging. Really, boy? Did he have to misgender her even as a dog? Sure, she doubted he could tell what she was and she knew he didn’t necessarily mean it as a gender so much as just calling for a dog, but it annoyed her far more than she wanted to admit.
Her life could depend on what she did now so she tried to push those thoughts aside and focus on the task at hand. What was a dog supposed to do in a situation like this? Would a dog go forward or run off? Now more than ever she wished she’d spent more time playing with dogs when she was in training.
“What’s it even doing here?” the second man asked. “I thought the phoenix scared all the animals off.”
“Probably ran away when the phoenix first woke up then got left behind. I’ll bet it’s hungry and came back for its owner,” the first said, still holding his hand out to her. “Come on, it’s okay. Nobody is gonna hurt you. Go get some of that jerky,” he said to the other man.
“You wanna feed it?” the second man asked. “What if it’s a trick? The merfolk might have left it out here to distract me.”
“You think a merfolk would have a dog?” the first asked, his voice dripping with annoyance. “Especially a thing like this? There’d be moss and who knows what else growing on it if it was one of theirs. No, this lil boy is a rat catcher.”
“I don’t like it,” the second said with a sigh. “We should snap its neck and--”
“We will do no such thing!” the first man almost yelled. “What the hell is wrong with you? Easy, easy, it’s okay,” he said in a soothing tone, looking back to her. “It’s okay, boy. Nobody is gonna hurt you. Just get some of the jerky.”
“Fine, fine,” the second man said before turning to walk away. “Wasting your time. It’s just a dog.”
“Don’t mind him,” the first man said with a light laugh. “He’s just grumpy because he wants to see all the action. He’s got some fool notion that he wouldn’t get his stupid self stabbed if he went out there. Come on, boy, it’s okay. Come on,” the man said, still holding his palm out to her.
Yvette took a small step forward, but then a half a step back, struggling to come up with a plan. If nothing else, he seemed to believe she was really a dog and, best of all, he was a dog person. That could be useful.
“Here,” the second man said before he came back into view, a small piece of meat held in his fingers. “Food for the mangy mutt.”
The first man rolled his eyes but took it, lowering it down to her height. Unfortunately she could tell just how this would play out. It was close enough he could easily grab her if she went for it. But if she didn’t go for it, would he know she wasn’t a dog at all?
Slowly she made her way forward, gently putting one paw in front of the other. At the very least she was close enough that if she did transform, she might be able to get them both. She’d try that if she got more desperate than she already was. She slowly inched forward towards the meat.
He moved and she started to jerk back. “Easy, easy,” the man said in a soothing tone, gently waving the meat in front of her. “Come on, it’s food. You’re hungry, aren’t you? I’m not gonna hurt you.”
“You know it can’t understand you, right?” the second man asked.
“Hey, dogs are very smart. You don’t know what they can understand. I hear in some places there are even dogs that can talk like people,” the first man said.
“You shouldn’t say stuff like that, if a templar hears that kind of talk they might get suspicious,” the second man said, his voice turning harsh.
“Of what? There being rumors?” the first man said with a sigh. “You worry too much. Come on boy. It’s good, you’ll like it.”
“Maybe you’re right, he might be smarter than I gave him credit for. Even he can tell these rations aren’t worth the trouble,” the second man said.
Yvette slowly inched forward, sniffing the meat. It didn’t smell bad, but she didn’t know what that smell on the man’s hands were. Fish and something else? Some kind of plant? Either way, she didn’t have much choice now. She lunged forward and snatched the meat up.
Only to feel an arm wrap under her a moment later and lift her into the air. She thrashed around wildly, but the hand refused to let her go. Instead, the other arm reached up and started petting her head. “Shhhh, shhhh, it’s okay. It’s okay. Nobody is gonna hurt you. Okay? You’re safe. There. That’s a good boy. See?”
“Wonderful, we now have a dog,” the second man said with a shake of his head. “His highness will be so proud.”
“Oh, stop your bellyaching,” the first said before walking back towards the tunnel. “Grab my spear.”
“If the prince returns and he sees you like this, he’ll be furious,” the second said.
“If he hasn’t left the phoenix for the merfolk attack, I doubt he’ll be coming out anytime soon. He’s too busy with that... mage,” the first said, his voice dripping with displeasure.
“Fine. But if you get in trouble for this, don’t expect me to stick up for you. I’ll tell them I told you to snap its neck and you ignored me,” the second said while shaking his head.
Yvette felt annoyance coursing through her. How could someone just want to kill a random dog so casually? She began to gently relax in the arms holding her, trying to come up with a plan to get out of this situation.
At the very least, she was certain Gervas was probably laughing his butt off seeing her being treated like somebody’s lap pet. Assuming he wasn’t panicking over her being captured and planning something really stupid to try and rescue her. She had to think of a plan before things got more out of control, though as much as she hated to admit it, the soft petting was making it very hard to think.
Yvette made a mental note to make sure she wasn’t so adorable next time. Maybe a bigger dog. Or one with shorter hair. However, a plan finally came to mind. She went entirely still all of a sudden, before letting out a low growl.
“Huh?” the first man said, looking down. “Hey, easy.”
“It’s gonna bite you,” the second man said with a laugh. “Probably diseased.”
“Easy now, boy, it’s okay.”
Yvette let out another growl, craning in the arms away from where Gervas and Nautia were. Then she started thrashing around wildly, letting out another growl. The man dropped her with a yelp.
The moment she touched the ground she tried to take off, but her feet went out from under her and she instead rolled forward a little. She thrashed around for a few moments before righting herself and then taking off.
Racing into the tunnel, barking while she ran.
“Wait, no, come back! Bad dog!” she heard the first man yell after her.
“Stop that crazy thing!” the second yelled. She turned her head back to look back towards them and, sure enough, they were running after her.
Well, her plan kind of worked, she supposed. It got them away from the entrance. Now she just had to--
Yvette slammed face first into a wall, her head jolting back a little and stumbling backwards before sitting down with an undignified yelp. Oh, she was so thankful Gervas didn’t see that. She doubted she’d ever hear the end of it. She started running again, focusing on where she was running rather than looking back. She could hear the footsteps racing behind her, they were already pretty close. She quickly had to slow down as the tunnel didn’t seem to have any torches in it and she couldn’t see.
Her pursuers had the same problem, unfortunately they didn’t seem to consider it as she had. She heard the footsteps right behind her moments before something slammed into her from behind, toppling and partially landing on her. She let out a yelp before clambering away, shoving herself up against the wall. A moment later she heard a clatter and a loud thump, followed by a steady slew of cursing.
“Get off me,” the first man said, at least it sounded like him.
“What are you doing on the ground?” the second asked.
“I tripped over the dog. Damn it, where’s the torch?” the first asked.
“With the prince,” the second said, his voice dripping with sarcasm.
“You didn’t grab one?”
“I was too busy chasing you, you idiot,” the second said and she heard a loud thump followed by more cursing. “Where’s that mangy mutt? I’ll kill it.”
“It stopped barking,” the first said. “Head back and get a torch. I--”
“Why don’t you go get the torch?”
“Because I don’t trust you not to strangle the dog once you find it,” the first said. “It’s probably hurt and scared, the poor thing. He--”
“We’re going to be a lot worse than hurt and scared if we disrupt his highness,” the second said coldly. “The dog is the least of our worries.”
“The prince is too busy to worry about us,” the first said. “Just go get the torch.”
“Fine,” the second said and a moment later she could hear someone walking away. She couldn’t be sure, but she swore she heard other footsteps as well. A moment later her suspicions were confirmed when she heard a startled cry from the second man.
“What th--” the first man asked. Before he could finish his thought, blinding light filled the narrow tunnel. The man had only a second to react, most of which he spent trying to cover his eyes, before there was a loud thump and then Yvette saw the man collapse to the ground.
Gervas and Nautia stood in the tunnel now, the latter holding a strange, white orb in her left hand that was shimmering with a bright light. Yvette blinked a few times and tried to clear her vision before, slowly, she ended her spell and began to turn back into her normal form. Once she was back to herself she shook her head a few times before looking at the two collapsed men. “They aren’t dead, are they?” she asked.
“Not yet,” Gervas said before lifting his sword up once more.
“Wait!” Yvette said, holding her hands up. “Don’t, they’re unconscious, can’t we just—”
“They’re sentries,” Nautia said. “If they wake up, they will alert the camp to our presence and everything will be for naught.”
“But they’re helpless and--”
“They would kill us given the chance,” Nautia said before lifting her trident.
“Don’t!” Yvette said, struggling to resist screaming. “You want my help, don’t you?”
That, however, made the merfolk pause. She then gave a sigh before shaking her head. “Very well. If we’re lucky, their injuries will be fatal. But if they aren’t, it’ll be on your head, mage,” Nautia said before she stormed past the two, down the tunnel.
Gervas sighed before shaking his head. “As you wish. You know this is the wrong choice though, right?” he asked.
“Do you feel comfortable stabbing them like that?” Yvette asked.
“What I feel comfortable doing and what I have to do aren’t always aligned,” Gervas said before walking after Nautia.
Yvette followed after him and tried to reach out to take his hand, but he pulled it away. She glanced back at the two men on the ground and wondered if her actions were only going to get them killed later.
But she couldn’t just let them get killed like that, could she? Not when they were helpless. She wished she’d thought to bring some rope or learned some kind of spell that would have helped in this case. It was too late now, though. Yet another spell she’d need to try and learn in the future.
The tunnel was easy to navigate at least. While it did twist and curve as they went, it only went in one direction with smooth walls and ceiling. It was obviously crafted by magic of some kind as she couldn’t imagine it being stable any other way. In many cases it was as if stone had been flattened against the walls themselves.
Before long she could hear a light, loud hum.
“We’re nearing it, keep silent,” Nautia whispered back to them.
Yvette gave a small nod, trying to keep herself from worrying too much. Before long she’d see the nest of the phoenix and, more importantly, the phoenix itself. A being of pure elemental power.
The worry began to melt away to excitement now. It was going to be something entirely unique, something unlike anything she had ever seen. She wondered what her teacher would say if he got to see one.
When they came to the end of the tunnel it opened up to reveal a massive chamber and, to Yvette’s amazement, the phoenix itself. Any worry and excitement gave away to a single emotion.
Awe.
Chapter 12
 
 
 
Yvette couldn’t help but stare in wonder at the thing before her, struggling to come up with a proper word to describe it. Egg maybe. Or perhaps crystal? Even star might fit. Living lightning? Fire? Winds? It was the embodiment of the elements themselves. No, even that didn’t do it. A living storm encased in an egg of crystallized lightning. Even that seemed like too simple an explanation for the thing before her, but it was the only way she could imagine to describe it.
It dominated the center of the volcano, many times her height and width. It was egg shaped, but the ‘shell’ seemed as if it was made of living lightning which flowed around it, protecting the winds, rain and fire that rippled from within, crashing against the ‘shell’, but not piercing it.
Most surprising of all, though, was how silent it was. Despite the fact a veritable storm was occurring within that massive egg, the only sound was the winds from the open ceiling of the chamber and a soft, ominous hum. Despite the storm being many times fiercer than any storm she had ever seen, it didn’t make any actual sounds.
Yvette felt a nudge on her back and glanced back begrudgingly. “What?” she asked, barely resisting the urge to turn back towards the display before her.
“That,” Gervas whispered, pointing to the right.
Yvette looked down and her eyes widened. The egg had been so massive she had missed the other feature of the chamber. A massive, glowing seal had been created on the ground and two people were sitting on the edges of it, waves of magic so thick they were physically visible washing over the pair. The ground was covered in what she could only imagine were ‘feathers’ of the great bird, though they looked more like shards of crystals. She knelt down, even picking one up and staring at it, electricity bouncing off the tip of it. Had she known how beautiful they were she would have studied phoenixes more when she was learning.
“Impossible,” Nautia whispered, her trident shaking in her hand, her lips curled back in a vicious snarl.
“The seal?” Yvette asked, inching a little away from the mermaid. Even she could tell that the woman was furious, though she didn’t know why. “Is that it?”
“Yes, it is,” Nautia said, her eyes not coming off the pair wreathed in magic. “He can’t be here, though. He died. He should have been on the vessel with the other mages,” she said, taking a step towards them. “When it exploded, when everything went wrong, he should have died as well. He couldn’t have survived. He--” The mermaid then went entirely still and slowly her head lowered. “He betrayed us. He was a traitor. It’s the only way. The reason everything went wrong. How they arrived without any of us knowing. He had to be behind it.”
Yvette gulped and eyed the mermaid nervously, wondering what she intended to do. She looked ready to tear the mage apart with her bare hands.
“Quiet,” Gervas said softly. “They don’t know we’re here and there’s no telling what they’re doing. We don’t want to--”
Nautia suddenly took off, running through the chamber towards the magically wreathed pair.
“Nautia!” Gervas yelled, running after her, but it was too late. Yvette could only watch helplessly when Nautia paused and held her trident aloft, lightning coating the metal before she hurled it through the air. The weapon cut through the magical energy surrounding the pair with ease.
Only to embed itself into the chest of one of the sitting men. His eyes opened and, unfortunately, Yvette couldn’t see what else happened as it was then that everything went wrong.
The silence of the egg ceased and suddenly the living storm sounded just like that, the deafening booms of lightning erupting outwards with such force that the chamber shook and rocks fell from the walls, crashing around them. Yvette shrieked and lifted her hands to cover her ears, but it did little to deafen the sounds.
The shell of the egg began to unfurl and she realized that it hadn’t just been a shell, it had been the wings of the mighty phoenix. Unfurled it towered over them, possibly as large as the great leviathan she had met at the bottom of the sea, dominating the chamber with its mere presence. Unfortunately it was nowhere near as much of a conversationalist. Its body was, somewhat, shaped like that of a bird, except it seemed to be glowing with a blindingly bright light, as if it was the lightning itself. Flames and lightning coursed along its flesh while the winds swirled around it, creating a small tornado around its awakening form.
From the seal threads of shimmering light leaped out, latching onto the great bird, though they didn’t seem to impede its movements. In fact it didn’t seem to struggle at all, instead only flapping its mighty wings a few times and sending bolts of lightning raging through the air, creating massive, charred craters in the walls of the cavern and causing more boulders to fall around them. Yvette quickly stepped further into the chamber, trying to avoid falling rubble as he went. It took her a few more moments to realize that the bird wasn’t actually rampaging, in fact it was calming down.
The seal wasn’t binding or trapping it, merely trying to put the massive creature back to sleep. Yvette couldn’t tell if the seal was just that powerful or if the phoenix was that exhausted, but either way it seemed to be having an effect. The wings began to lower themselves, wrapping once more around the body in a protective egg and, as quickly as the storm had started, it stopped.
Unfortunately Yvette’s ears were still ringing and if there was any thing else she should be listening for she’d never know. On top of that she kept seeing white spots in her vision, the problem with looking so deeply into the center of that storm. As loud as it was she doubted it would be long before reinforcements arrived, especially once they realized that the guards who were supposed to be guarding the tunnel were gone. How long did they have before reinforcements arrived? Ten minutes? Twenty? They needed to move fast.
Yvette started to move towards the seal but froze when she saw Nautia and Gervas. Both were laying on the ground facedown. She felt panic wash over her when she realized they weren’t moving. Had they been by a stray bolt of lightning? Were they dying? Was Gervas dead? Any thoughts of the seal evaporated and instead she ran towards him, quickly sliding down to her knees by him. She asked Gervas if he was okay, but her ears were still ringing and she couldn’t hear it. After a few moments of shaking him he reached down and shoved her hands off him. Relief washed over her and she couldn’t keep a smile from her lips. He was okay. He was alive. She wanted to tease him about running into the jaws of the monster, but she doubted he could hear her any more than she could hear him.
Ugh, he was such an idiot. He--
““Stone impale.””
Despite the ringing in her ears, she could still hear the words. Told in a language that she could likely never speak, and yet anyone could understand. Even through the ringing in her ears the words penetrated through her and there was no doubt what they meant. They were telling the stones of the world to impale her, Nautia and Gervas.
Yvette tapped her bracer with her left hand and spared only a second to look up. Spikes of stone had formed in the walls of the chamber and were already flying at them. She had a second, maybe two, to do this.
There wasn’t enough time.
She had to do it, though. She focused, throwing every bit of magic her body possessed into the spell, she transformed once more. Taking the form of a great dragon turtle, she threw herself over Gervas and Nautia. The spikes impaled her back, some glancing off the partially formed shell while others pierced deep into her body, tearing into flesh and penetrating the organs of her new form. Fresh agony raced through her body and, were she human, she knew she’d be dead. Even in this form she wasn’t sure she wouldn’t die, she had no idea how the organs of such a creature operated or how long she would be able to hold this form.
Worse, Yvette felt so tired. She’d never rushed a transformation like this before. A few seconds, sure, but never reactive like that. She wasn’t sure she could hold this form much longer even if she wasn’t wounded in it.
The stone stopped hurtling down at them and she let out a sigh of relief. She turned her head towards the only other person in the chamber, the man who had been sitting by the mage. The trident was now on the ground, the tip covered in blood and the mage not moving. However, the other man was now standing and staring at them, a look of fury on his face. The magic no longer rippled over him so she hoped that was good.
Yvette slowly pulled herself away, moving off Gervas and Nautia. “Yvette, are you okay?” Gervas asked.
Yvette nodded, but she knew it was a lie. Every movement sent bursts of pain through this body and it was taking all she had to not end the transformation now.
“This is why you don’t run off without assessing the situation,” Gervas said, glaring at Nautia.
“The traitor is dead, I have no qualms. It is but one mage left. The prince,” Nautia said.
“One too many. Yvette, tend to your wounds, then join us,” Gervas said before running towards the man.
Yvette watched them run towards the man, only for the man to narrow his eyes and utter a few sharp words. Fire burst, incinerate. Flame surrounded the man and then lashed out at the pair, the mermaid leaping and rolling away, while Gervas moved aside, his blade flicking out to cut through some of the flames that were close enough, dispersing them. The flames then crashed into her form, but even wounded they did little more than agitate the wounds she’d already received.
But that was enough. Yvette could no longer hold the form. It collapsed, her body shrinking down to the ground and the thick spikes of rock falling away from her. The pain faded, fortunately, though the exhaustion didn’t go with it. She collapsed a moment later, landing on the edge of the seal, surrounded by shards of stone. Join them? There was no way she could do that. She couldn’t even stand. But there was still one thing she could do. Pulling on what little energy she had left, slowly she crawled towards the seal, reaching out to put a hand on the edge.
Yvette wondered if the prince was drawing magic from it now. His magic seemed to be true naming magic, so the power he’d displayed was hopefully not what he could normally do. She’d never heard of true naming magic being anywhere near that powerful so she had to believe he was. She reached her magic across the seal, testing it and--
Pain.
Yvette felt it impale her back, her eyes going wide in shock. She slowly turned her head, only to see more of the spikes of stone had been launched. She’d been impaled.
Yvette couldn’t move, could barely even think. She could see the pool of blood under her, but it didn’t hurt as much as she’d thought it would. Oh, it certainly hurt, but it had hurt a lot worse the first time. Or maybe she was just so tired? Honestly the main thing she felt was cold and exhausted. So close to how she had felt last time she’d been so hurt.
How long ago had it been? She couldn’t help but almost crack a smile at the irony of it. Last time she’d been saved by the Mage’s Association. Now there wouldn’t be anyone to save her. Would Gervas notice? Would he be okay? She hoped so. She felt so tired she couldn’t even lift her head up to see how the fight was going anymore.
Still, maybe there was one more thing she could do. She forced her magic to flow over the seal, feeling it once more. She felt a little annoyed when she did. The seal seemed to be designed to draw in and control the power of the phoenix, storing it and directing it. However, nobody was drawing from it now. It was such a delicate thing, so easy to push apart. So much easier than the one the dragon turtle had done. Clumsy and delicate.
Unfortunately Gervas had been right. She could feel all of that magic inside, waiting to burst forth. The power, the might of the phoenix. When she released it it would probably kill her. Were she not about to die, she might have been more worried.
But Yvette closed her eyes and let the magic flow out from her, one last time, knocking aside the fragile pieces of the seal to send it all toppling down around and into herself.
She could feel the magic gathering and pooling, before it surged back towards her, following the path that she had carved when she had broken it. She closed her eyes and smiled when she felt the approaching storm.
Her last thoughts before the wave hit her and the last of her life left her was of only one thing. She hoped that Gervas would still see her as one of the good ones.
Then the wave of magic hit her and any peace she had gathered vanished when she felt her very soul shatter.
Chapter 13
 
 
 
Yvette would have screamed, but that would have required her to be able to open her mouth and move. All she could do was lay there, the burning storm of magic tearing her apart from the inside out. It flowed into her, melting her very essence and making her feel as if she was being seared away, frozen into ice and electrocuted with lightning all at the same time. It had been so calm and relaxing a few moments ago, but now it was nothing but agony and suffering.
Yvette felt her body expand and was reminded of the stones impaling her to the chamber’s floor, fresh pain filling her when she was once more torn apart. Then, with what felt like a mighty explosion of magic and power, it all stopped.
There was no pain, no agony. No heat, no cold, no electricity, no storm. Everything was calm and gentle. She felt almost like she was floating, the world a gentle, delicate realm of light. She didn’t even feel like herself anymore. She tried to latch onto any idea of what she was, but any thought she focused on melted away before she could focus on it.
Yvette felt like a formless, shifting blob. Something without body to tell it where or how to exist. She just was. Was this death? Was this what Yvette was? More and more she melted away while a new form took over.
Yvette felt a small smile on her lips, though she no longer had lips or even knowledge of what a smile was. She wasn’t even sure she was Yvette anymore. Who, or what, was a Yvette? She had died, had she not? So Yvette had died. So then who was she? What was she?
She felt the winds around her pick up once more, but she willed them and they stopped. Yvette was who she was, but who did she become? Who did she want to be? The lightning struck, but she silenced it, instead allowing the winds to start once more, but softer this time. She preferred the winds over the lightning, it felt better. Soothing. Calming.
The rain started and she gave a soft, content sigh. Or would have. Should have? Could she sigh now? She was dead, wasn’t she? Or Yvette was dead, but she wasn’t. Because she wasn’t Yvette anymore. That was it. She wasn’t Yvette. But she wasn’t not Yvette either. The thunder began once more and she struggled to figure out who, what, she was. It felt important.
Yet it felt familiar to not know what she was. As if she had danced this dance for so long. That was it. Her form had been shattered. That was why she was so confused. What she was, who she was, it had been broken into a thousand pieces. She should have felt scared but, oddly, all she felt was relief. It was what she had wanted for so long, wasn’t it? She felt it was.
But not like this, no. She had wanted to be something, hadn’t she? But now she was nothing. Formless. A thing. But from these shattered remains something new was forming. Something amazing. Something that took her breath away.
Yvette was dead and yet alive, she knew that now. On that cusp between the two. Part of an endless cycle. Though she no longer had eyes, she saw the world around her. Three humans, though they were no longer moving. Instead, they stared at her. No, four, but one was dead. No, two humans remained. The third was a leviathan? Though that wasn’t the word New-Yvette would have used, but it was the one Old-Yvette knew it as. No. Not leviathan. Part of. Of leviathan, of human, but neither. Merfolk. Mermaid.
There was one more presence in the room. The storm. A storm so much like her own, yet separate. No, entirely like her own. Her mother? Her father? Her maker? None of these words were right, yet they were the closest she could come up with. This had been a mistake, New-Yvette wasn’t supposed to be, yet she was. And so the other storm watched her, unsure of what it should do. She wondered if they would fight. She hoped not. She didn’t want to fight the other storm. She wanted to thank them. Unintentional or not, they had made her.
She stopped seeing once more and let herself drift back into the winds, the rain. The burning warmth of the fire. Yes, that was who she was. New-Yvette.
Still, something felt wrong. Old-Yvette was falling away but kept nudging at her, trying to remind her of something. What was it? It felt important. Or was she overthinking things? Thinking at all was something that felt like it was overthinking.
“Altering one’s true form is dangerous, especially if altering the species or even the mind. The mind will, eventually, follow. It may never recover. Roule the Butcher was our worst example of this. Many of those he changed never recovered,” an old, stern voice lectured her.
It was familiar, that voice. Despite herself, she couldn’t help finding herself respecting it. He had been a human, an important one. Old-Yvette had listened to them intently. But they’d been wrong about some things. About her.
But why was she thinking about him now? She didn’t need a teacher, she knew who she was. She was New-Yvette. She hadn’t changed. She’d died and been reborn. New-Yvette wasn’t what she had been. New-Yvette was New-Yvette. Old-Yvette was fading away, she could feel it. It was almost a shame, she even felt pity for what she had been.
She felt the other storm now. It was leaving. Abandoning her? Or perhaps trusting her to find her own way? Or maybe now that she was here it felt no need to remain? She didn’t know. The storms were separate and that which had bound that storm here was no longer in existance. She had destroyed it.
New-Yvette once more allowed herself to see and realized there were more of the humans. So many more. They didn’t know what she was, though. They gawked. Odd, she didn’t see the ones she had seen before. The three. Had they killed each--
The lightning struck and, with it, so did she. Lightning erupted from her body when she felt the winds and rage erupt from inside her.
GERVAS!
That name echoed its name across the storm from her core out. Something calming yet fierce. Something that so much of her echoed around. That was it. Acceptance. Affection. Support. Something that had been there for her even when everything else abandoned her. Even when she messed up, Gervas was there. She couldn’t fully grasp what it was, but she knew they were important. More important to her than almost anything. Something that had been there for her when they needed it more than anything. That was what the human had been.
If he was dead, if these humans had killed him...
The lightning crackled and the wind’s began to rage. The humans were afraid, as well they should be. She did not know who she was. What she was, other than the storm. But New-Yvette would destroy them if they had harmed Gervas. The electricity arched off her, crashing through the chamber and destroying all in its path. Where was he? Where was Gervas?
“Yvette!” a voice called out.
The word made her pause. Once more she could see the humans. The two from before and the one that was of leviathan.
Gervas.
The storm moved and the humans parted when she moved to him. He was kneeling? Bound in chains? He was bloody. Why did he go and get hurt? But that rage tapered off and, with it, much of her energy did as well.
Gervas was okay. That rage faded away and, with it, New-Yvette felt exhaustion begin to kick in once more. She was so tired, yet now she felt oddly calm.
The Gervas was speaking to her, but she didn’t really care what he said. She was the storm. She would do as she pleased. So long as he was here, she would remain with him. Until once more the storm rose.
 
------ 
 
“Yvette? Can you hear me? It’s going to be okay,” a voice said softly. Gervas’ voice. It was so soothing. She didn’t know why he sounded so upset, though. Things were already okay. New-Yvette had everything figured out. The storm knew what it was.
Once more she allowed herself to see. The chamber was gone. Instead she was in something. A cage? The world was rocking slowly from side to side as well.
Gervas was inside this cage as well. As was the other one, the leviathan thing.
“Yvette, calm down. It’s okay. Shhhh, we’re going to be okay. Please.”
Calm? She was calm though. The humans were not. They were moving, yelling. So loud. What was this cage they had her in?
““Sleep.””
New-Yvette turned once more to gaze at another human. They spoke to her in the voice of the elements themselves. In the way of the storm. They told her to sleep. They spoke to her with the language of the storm.
New-Yvette experienced something new. Insulted. The human dared to use the language of the elements against her? It dared to tell her what to do? Lightning gathered from her wings and she erupted into the storm once more, destroying all that was around her. The storm would not be contained, the storm would not be directed. New-Yvette was not a toy for them to control. She rose up, high into the air, crashing through the cage, the fire erupting out from her body, her wings the winds themselves.
She could feel those vestiges of Old-Yvette once more, screaming at her, telling her something was wrong, but she ignored them this time. She would unleash the storm, she would be free. She saw out through the world, the sea in all directions, the sailing ships below. One now burning in a glorious show of her might. New-Yvette was the storm. New-Yvette would not be told what to do.
A part of her considered flying away once more, of abandoning these ships. But Old-Yvette told her no. Though she was dead, the embers of Old-Yvette begged her to stay. So she would. Just for now. Taking a new ship as hers, she, once more, landed upon the deck and stopped seeing the world.
New-Yvette was the storm and, even as they screamed, she ignored them. The humans would not tame her, would not control her. They would not cage her. Most importantly of all, they would not tell her what to do.
 
------ 
 
Gervas hadn’t spoken to her much. New-Yvette wondered if he was angry. She wondered why she cared? He was Old-Yvette’s worry, not New-Yvette’s. And yet she did. When he once more joined her she barely recognized him as he was wrapped in so many bandages. But a part of her raged inside, screamed at her to protect him, to help him.
She was the storm, she couldn’t help him. She didn’t need him, either, so why should she care? Why did she care? Old-Yvette was gone, she had died. New-Yvette wasn’t her. So why?
New-Yvette didn’t understand why she cared so much. Or why the sound of him groaning made her desire to scream and rage, yet she felt afraid to do even that. Still, none of the humans spoke to her in the tongue of the elements again, it seemed they had learned their lesson.
How long had New-Yvette been there, she wondered. Time held less meaning than ever before. She saw when she willed herself to see, but if seconds, days or even weeks passed she couldn’t know. Time held no true meaning for the storm.
So she measured it, instead, in Gervas.
Gervas didn’t move much, he only occasionally moaned.
Then he sat up and whispered to her. Said such kind, sweet words. He forgave her for her mistake, though she had made no mistake. Still, the words seemed to comfort the embers of Old-Yvette.
Then Gervas stood once more, but now more humans were here. Watching them. No, watching Gervas. Even when she left him, when she flew through the skies and unleashed her storm, they always stayed by him. Just as she always returned, despite knowing she didn’t need to. If she was the storm, he was the storm breaker.
 
------ 
 
Gervas held her. It was dark, but he held her. He rested his head against her and he held her as if she was the breaker of his storm, not the other way around.
“Yvette, I’m so sorry,” Gervas said. “I don’t know if you can hear me. I don’t know if you can understand me anymore. I know there has to be some part of you, still inside there. You keep coming back to me. So I know you have to be in there.”
“She can’t understand you,” the other human said, the mermaid. “Whatever part of her that was human is long gone.”
Human? New-Yvette wasn’t human. She was the storm.
“I’m so sorry. I was your guardian and I couldn’t protect you from this. I never should have let you go there,” Gervas said. “I knew it was dangerous. I shouldn’t have let you talk me into it. It was too dangerous.”
“She’s not there,” the mermaid said. “She probably just imprinted on you or something. Birds do that.  That’s the only reason she keeps coming back, not because you two have some kind of bond. She’s just a really big bird.”
“She’s in there, somewhere,” Gervas said firmly.
New-Yvette didn’t mind it, though. It made more sense now. Gervas was sad. She didn’t like that. He wasn’t hurt anymore, she did like that.
“I’m so sorry I couldn’t protect you,” Gervas said, a hand gently stroking down her side. “I’m such an idiot. I’ll find a way to get you out of this, I promise.”
“You should worry about yourself more than that thing,” the mermaid said. “Once we get where ever they’re taking us, they might decide we aren’t needed anymore. The phoenix is--”
“Yvette,” Gervas corrected.
“What?”
“Her name is Yvette. She’s a beautiful, kind-hearted young woman. A delight to be around. Sometimes sarcastic, sometimes a brat, sometimes an obnoxious pain in my ass. But she tried her hardest to leave places better than she arrived. She is one of the most stubborn mages I’ve ever met. She’s hardworking and reckless. Her face lights up whenever she finds even the hint of success. She’ll run headfirst into certain death if it means she can help someone else. She gets seasick on boats and makes the cutest little squeaks when she gets startled. She--”
“She isn’t seasick now, she isn’t a mage now and she isn’t Yvette now. She’s gone. That? That’s a phoenix,” the mermaid said, pointing a finger at her. “IT is an animal, at best. A living beast of destruction at worst. It has already nearly killed us twice. Do you want to risk it a third time?”
“She is not an it,” Gervas said, anger in his voice.
The mermaid shook her head. “Do phoenixes even have genders? Who cares? Fine, she. But she doesn’t care, now does she?”
“Yvette cares,” Gervas said firmly. “Because Yvette is a young woman. She knows it. Isn’t that right, Yvette?”
“There’s no more Yvette,” the mermaid said again. “Stop treating her like she’s going to get us out of this. She doesn’t care. She’s not there. She doesn’t care if you call her a woman, a thing or a man! It--”
While so many of the words were heard but not understood, those last ones were clear to her. She felt burning anger rise up in her at being called a man, an anger that was both entirely new and yet burned in such a familiar way.
“Okay! Okay, she cares! Sorry, her, woman, you’re a woman bird thing!” the mermaid said, the fear so strong in her voice that even New-Yvette could pick it out.
“There we go. That’s my girl,” Gervas said, gently patting her on the side. “I know you’re in there. I know you’ll come back to me. I know we’ll find a way out of this, together. Just trust me.”
New-Yvette didn’t quite understand why he cared so much, but he seemed pleased with this result, so she was as well. She liked it when he seemed happy. Once more she let the storm rest, no longer viewing the world.
 
------ 
 
New-Yvette awoke once more, but there was no Gervas for her to tell what time it was. There was just another human. She felt anger when she realized it was the human who dared to try to control her. Had he taken Gervas away?
Then he spoke, but this time he did not attempt to use the words to control her, only to ensure she understood.
““My apologies for my earlier transgressions. Please know that your companions, Gervas and the mermaid, are safe.””
New-Yvette couldn’t help being confused, though. Companions? They were not her companions. Gervas was Gervas.
“I see, so it really is just a lingering effect of being reborn,” the man said, seeming to be lost in thought. “Can you understand me?”
New-Yvette began to close off her sight of the world again. The words it used were familiar, yet foreign and she had no patience for it.
““Wait, please! Divine being of the storm!””
New-Yvette paused before she once more viewed the world.
““I know not how such a thing came to be, but there is no doubt. You are a phoenix, even if you were not once. I ask only for your blessing in my rule. In return I offer you gifts, tribute and the full expanses of my empire.””
New-Yvette didn’t desire gifts or tribute, she was the storm. The thunder, once more, rippled across her form.
““I also offer the same to your subjects, your Gervas and the mermaid. Their protection as well.””
That made New-Yvette pause. There it was again, Old-Yvette. Clawing just beneath the surface. Screaming for her to protect Gervas. To not let something harm him. She relented.
““Thank you, divine being of the storm,”” the human said once more, bowing his head.
“To think the gods would show such favor on me. To grant me a gift so perfect as a phoenix that was already tamed and bound. It seems you heathenish mages can serve a purpose after all,” the man said, once more in that mundane tongue she struggled so hard to understand. She ignored it, as it wasn’t from Gervas so of what import could it be?
New-Yvette closed herself off from the world once more, silencing it. Gervas would return, as would the other. That would satisfy Old-Yvette. New-Yvette was reborn, though. But was Old-Yvette not truly dead? The small embers inside her felt as if they were growing, trying to reform old-Yvette. It wasn’t a threat, though. It was merely interesting. Her form was certainly different, at least. Far separate from what she had been. But if what she was was not truly dead, then what did that make her now?
 
------ 
 
Gervas was not happy. New-Yvette didn’t know if he was mad or sad, though. She felt she should have. Old-Yvette seemed to know, but she wasn’t telling. Or maybe she couldn’t. Old-Yvette seemed to be getting louder, that small ember that had once been just echoes seemed to be growing with every second she existed. She had believed it had died, but now she was beginning to suspect that side of her had only been wounded.
Or perhaps it was coming back due to Gervas? He was important. The more time she spent near him, the more time he talked with her, the more valuable he seemed to become. As if he was a part of her that only grew the longer they were together. She still struggled to understand what he said, but it still felt important.
“I know you’re in there, Yvette,” Gervas said softly. “I know you are. We’ll get out of this, somehow. I promise. I won’t let you disappear. I promise I’ll protect you.” He reached out and placed his palm against her side.
It hurt this time. Made her want to cry out. It felt wrong. New-Yvette was the storm, she shouldn’t care that he wasn’t happy. But the more time she saw it, the more she became aware of it, the worse she began to feel. If it was tied to Old-Yvette, she didn’t know. Perhaps it was what made that pain grow.
New-Yvette closed herself off from the world once more, but not because she was tired of it. But because she didn’t desire to see it anymore. To see him.
Yet Old-Yvette did. As clear as the winds themselves, that part of her cried out. Sad, mournful. A part of her that refused to die. A part of her that fought back, screaming to let her see Gervas again.
New-Yvette ignored it, shoving it aside. Old-Yvette wasn’t here. She couldn’t control her. Old-Yvette was dead. She was the storm now.
Chapter 14
 
 
 
Yvette would have screamed, but that would have required her to be able to open her mouth and move. All she could do was lay there, the burning storm of magic tearing her apart from the inside out. It flowed into her, melting her very essence and making her feel as if she was being seared away, frozen into ice and electrocuted with lightning all at the same time. It had been so calm and relaxing a few moments ago, but now it was nothing but agony and suffering.
Yvette felt her body expand and was reminded of the stones impaling her to the chamber’s floor, fresh pain filling her when she was once more torn apart. Then, with what felt like a mighty explosion of magic and power, it all stopped.
Yvette was enveloped entirely in darkness. She wondered if this was what death was. She guessed Gervas was right, she had rushed head first to her death in the end. After everything she’d made him risk, perhaps it was what she deserved.
Still, she couldn’t help feeling a little annoyed. This all wouldn’t have happened to begin with if they’d just let her fix things to begin with. “I just wanted to be me,” Yvette said softly. “Is that really so wrong?”
Yvette didn’t receive an answer. She didn’t know what she expected. She wondered if she’d fade away entirely, nothing more than a memory for everyone around her. However instead she just seemed to hover there in the darkness. “Wait, this isn’t it, is it?” she asked. She’d heard stories of what happened after death, of great afterlives, of being reborn, of all manner of different things.
But to just hover in the darkness forever, alone? That was something she hadn’t expected. Or, to be honest, wanted. “This can’t be it. No. HELLO!” Yvette yelled. She tried to reach out a hand, only to realize she didn’t have one. She didn’t have an anything, actually. She was formless, shapeless. She couldn’t even feel her limbs that she thought she should have. The only thing she could feel was a soft, warm glow in what she would have thought was her chest.
Yvette blinked a few times before she realized she wasn’t even blinking. She had no eyes TO blink. What even was she now? A thing? A person? A ghost? Was she not dead? Was this her eternity?
Then all of a sudden there were winds and thunder all around her. Only to die down after a few more moments. She felt the air crackle with power and, to her alarm, she realized she knew that power. It was the power that had surged through her moments before she had died. She closed her eyes, awaiting the pain.
Instead, she was enveloped in a soft, gentle warmth. No longer was there darkness, there was warmth and safety, a new sensation. It cradled her, held her and, in its own silent manner, told her that everything was going to be okay. She wouldn’t have to suffer or fight anymore. Nothing would ever hurt her again. She didn’t have to fight anymore.
Yvette sighed and relaxed, letting the warmth envelop her, taking her formless body and creating something new. It was almost done before she realized something wasn’t right. If this was to be her new form, then she couldn’t just let it happen. “No,” Yvette said softly, reaching a non-existent hand towards this new form. “Not again. I’m a her, a girl! I’m a girl!” she screamed, trying desperately to make whatever was shaping her understand. If it did, she didn’t know.
But now there was something else there, a new presence. A presence more powerful than she’d ever imagined. Even more powerful than the leviathan she had met or the grandmaster.
Or perhaps she was just that weak? It was a storm, powerful, mighty. It took form and reshaped the world around itself.
It felt familiar though. As if it was a part of her, but not truly. An aspect of her that had been torn off and crafted anew by whatever this was.
The storm calmed and, once more, she felt warmth envelop her. Silently telling her to rest, to go to sleep and let herself fade. Everything was over, she didn’t have to fight anymore. Her journey was over. She would have smiled if she could.
It was over, wasn’t it? She didn’t have a form now. She didn’t have an anything. She wasn’t a girl, but not being a boy was close enough. Right? If this was what death was, it wasn’t so bad. Warm, comforting. Being nothing was better than being something she hated.
Yvette felt a vague, strange connection to the world once more, seeing them. All of the people. The prince. Nautia. Gervas. Soldiers of the Reborn Empire.
She’d broken the seal at least. She didn’t know if they could remake it. She hoped not. She really didn’t want to have to have died for nothing. Yvette once more began to sink into the darkness.
Wait, no. She wasn’t DEAD. This wasn’t DEATH. Yvette shook her mind and tried to focus. She’d heard of this, it was a threat. How long had it been? She just had to remember.
 
------ 
 
Yvette paced back and forth, her arms crossed. She had to do this, she had to tell him. She couldn’t keep going on like this. She glanced over at the tomes spread out over her bed, pointedly ignoring the ones on the ground. All of them had been useless. Every mention of such magic had been mentioned only as ‘notes’, as examples. But HOW the spell was done was left out entirely.
Finally, taking a deep breath, Yvette walked through the doorway. Her stomach did so many flips on the way to her master’s study, she thought she might actually throw up. Nervously, she knocked on the door.
“Come in, Tebaud,” her master, Betan’s, voice rang out.
Yvette sighed and pushed the door open. “Master, I--”
“Have been slacking on your chores,” Betan said in a harsh, stern voice.
Yvette lowered her gaze, her fingers nervously fiddling with the front of her brown apprentice robe. “I know. I’m sorry.”
There was a soft sigh from her master and, when she looked up, she saw an amused smile on his face. “Still, it is not often I see you so lost in your studies. I’m not sure where this new passion of yours comes from, but it is not something I can, so easily, dismiss. So, just this once, I’ll ignore this mishap. Has your research born any fruit?”
“No,” Yvette said with a heart broken sigh.
“No?” Tebaud asked while staring at her with a look of concern. “You’ve barely eaten anything, barely slept, almost turned my library upside down in your little frenzy. Yet you’ve come back with nothing?”
Yvette felt herself tensing up a little. He was her master, her teacher, certainly more a father than her actual father. He’d understand, she knew he would. Except he hadn’t. She knew he wouldn’t now. But then she had held such belief that he might. “May I sit?”
“Of course,” Betan said, motioning to the other seat in the study.
Yvette walked to it and, nervously, she sat. Her back straight, hands on her knees to keep them from fiddling and filled with an almost overwhelming urge to run off and ignore that she’d ever wanted to have this talk. “Master, you’re right. Transfiguration is definitely the field where my talent is strongest.”
Betan chuckled. “In many ways, yes. But that’s not the truth of it, is it? A talent is just that which we develop. Transfiguration is just what you find most interesting. A rarity, but not unheard of. I do hope you haven’t spent the last few days tearing apart my library just so you can learn what I already taught you, Tebaud.”
“No,” Yvette said, shaking her head. Trying to ignore the little knives that that name seemed to stab into her heart every time she heard it. “I’ve been looking into the next step.”
“Next step?” Betan asked. “Larger or smaller?”
“Permanent.”
That made her master’s eyes widen. “Excuse me?”
“Permanently altering one’s form,” Yvette said. “I know it’s possible, the books mention it. But there’s no mention of how it is done. Once it wasn’t even that uncommon, but now it’s--”
“Forbidden,” Betan said, shaking his head. “I must say, Tebaud, your desire to grow is commendable. But you have a long way to go before you can be of even a journeyman’s level, let alone able to perform such a spell. Perhaps you should focus on what you can learn, rather than aiming towards what is, frankly, disastrous?”
“But why?” Yvette asked. “It’s forbidden now, isn’t it? Because of people like Roule the Butcher. But it doesn’t go into detail as to why such magic is forbidden, just that it is dangerous.”
“Tebaud, why do you even desire to learn such things?” Betan asked.
Yvette opened her mouth to say why. That she was a girl. That she wasn’t Tebaud. That even then she didn’t know what her name would be, but she knew it would never be a boy’s. But she’d been too frightened then. Perhaps if she had been braver and faced it head on, her master would have been able to understand. But she doubted it. It had been many months before she had worked up the courage to tell him after this talk, but the years that followed never changed his mind despite her best efforts. “I just want to do what nobody else can.”
Betan sighed before he sat up and she could almost feel the lecture coming. “I see. However, there is a reason this is never done. Altering one’s true form is dangerous, especially if altering the species of a creature. The mind will, eventually, follow. It may never recover. Roule the Butcher was our worst example of this. Many of those he changed next recovered,” an old, stern voice lectured her.
“But what if someone didn’t alter themselves much?” Yvette asked. “Like, just made themselves a little taller or something like that?”
Betan shook his head. “It’s not that simple, Tebaud. When you transform into a different creature, you, yourself, are still yourself. You may gain some of the instincts of such creatures, you may become more alert, or more sluggish. Sometimes you may even be playful or have reactions you didn’t have before. But you are still yourself. It is why if you transformed into, say, a rat, you would not forget what the reason you turned into a rat was for. That is the nature of your true form.”
“But I--”
“Let me finish,” Betan said, cutting her off. “Our minds can be incredibly resilient, but even the strongest of us can falter or even be broken if altered too much. When ones true form is broken, not just their bodies are changed, that aspect of themselves is destroyed. They become, in many ways, not the same person. It was not unheard of for those who had changed themselves, even in small ways, to have their very memories changed over time. Even coming to believe they had always been that way.”
“But not everyone who was transformed like that was permanently changed,” Yvette said softly.
“But most were,” Betan said. “Only those of the strongest will managed to avoid having their minds permanently altered. Even then, most likely never recovered. Think of it like…” He looked around the room for a moment before plucking up an apple from what seemed like thin air, though she suspected it had been summoned from the kitchen. “Think of your true form as this apple.”
Yvette nodded. “Okay.”
Betan whispered a quick incantation. The apple was crushed into a small, sopping mess a moment later, contained in a small, flat barrier. “This is what happens. All of the apple is still here and, in many ways, by all appearances? Not much has changed.”
“It’s mush, master,” Yvette said, staring at the mush, thankful it was still in the barrier.
“Indeed it is, but what if I do this?” Betan asked, before the barrier began to reshape itself. It now looked like an orb of crushed mush.
“Ew,” Yvette said. “Now it’s apple-shaped mush.”
“Exactly. The mind had already been broken when it was forcefully shaped. Even if they were put back into their true forms, as near impossible as it would be to get right, it would still be so badly altered that there was no way to truly fix it. It would still be mush,” Betan said before the mush disappeared. “In very, very few cases people were able to return to themselves. But it took an incredible will and a purpose, something they could focus on. In other cases, only aspects of who and what they were remained, but in a new mind. A handful were even able to use outside means to protect their minds by managing to add different items to themselves before they transformed.”
“Items?” Yvette asked.
“Some forms require more powerful reagents than others and, sometimes, those reagents can serve as an anchor for the mind. It is why different reagents can be so incredibly useful for different forms,” Betan said.
“And if they didn’t have those, the ones who didn’t have those and just will? Focusing helped them?”
“Indeed. Something to remind them of who they were. Something that could ground them in that knowledge. Say, a loved one or a task that they refused to abandon. Something that they built themselves around, to hold those vestiges of who they were, rather than allowing themselves to be swept away by their new form. I’ve heard that transfiguration mages, such as you wish to be, were some of the ones who had the best chances of recovery. Even then, countless were lost. Many more only managed to keep that aspect of themselves and everything else was lost. Magic like that has been deemed far too dangerous to allow to spread ever again. Such magic doesn’t just destroy the body, it destroys the mind, even the soul of a person.”
 
------ 
 
Yvette finally understood. She hadn’t died. She’d just managed to, partially, succeed. Destroying her true form and becoming, well, whatever this was. Or had something else happened? Had the magic destroyed her true form, rather than killing her? Was that why she was so weak? Was that why that presence felt so strong? Why she was shrinking away?
It was the new her, this was who she had been? Was her mind going to eventually melt away, gone forever? Was she really okay with allowing that to happen?
Yvette tried to focus her mind on the reality of what was going on. This was who she was, where she was now. Her true form was shattered and if she didn’t stop it, she would melt away entirely. Even if she didn’t physically die, her mind dying could be the same thing. She had to focus on the most important things to her.
That was obvious, she was a woman. What else was there about her that she could build herself around? She focused on that thought, on who she was. She hadn’t fought as hard as she had just to allow herself to disappear because of this.
But was that enough? Yvette felt doubt beginning to creep into her mind. Aside from that, what was she? Who was she? She was a girl, but this new form wasn’t really opposed to that, was it?
Yvette could feel that presence and, despite herself, it seemed to agree. She was a girl. There wasn’t any push back, any objection. She was a girl, so that was that. Yvette was a girl.
Panic began to creep in when she felt herself slowly fading. There WAS more to her than that, wasn’t there? More goals, more dreams? More desires? GERVAS!
Yvette focused on him. Gervas. Yes. She felt herself stabilizing more when she thought about him. He was important, special to her. When everyone else had ignored her or pushed her aside, told her she had to be Tebaud, he’d been the first one to really accept that she could be Yvette. He’d protected her, guided her, even encouraged her. He’d stood up when others argued with her. Even put himself in danger for her sake.
That was something she could build herself around. She felt a small rush of relief. Gervas. He was the person she loved, the man she loved and who was right now--
No. That wasn’t right either. That wasn’t who she was.
But that feeling, that bond between them? She felt it latching onto the other presence. Connecting the two of them, in a way. Gervas was important to her and so it was important to it. To them.
Yvette felt herself become less shaky, still melting away slightly, but she pushed past it.
She loved and cared about him, but what else was there about her? He wasn’t who she was. The more she thought about it, the more she doubted he’d want to be. What was the saying he’d told her? ‘Lighting yourself on fire to keep others warm’? She doubted he’d want her to make him the core of who she was, either. He didn’t care about her because she cared about him. He cared about her because of who she was.
But who was she?
 
------ 
 
Yvette felt herself sinking more and more into the darkness, fading away in the storm. The presence seemed to grow stronger with every second. Or maybe minute? Day? Did time really matter here? She occasionally saw glimmers of the world around her, but she couldn’t interact with it. She wasn’t strong enough.
At times she could even scream and yell at that side of her, at the other presence. Once it had hurt Gervas, but she couldn’t control it or truly communicate with it. It was aware of her, but she couldn’t fully follow it.
No matter how many lessons she went over in her mind with her master, the result seemed to keep being the same. Was this what her master had feared? She could almost understand why the Mage’s Association was so scared of it. So much of who she was was melting away, adrift without her true form to stabilize it. There was a lot of danger to breaking one’s true form it seemed.
But that was the most frustrating part about it. As dangerous as this was, it just meant they were wrong. They shouldn’t have been trying to stop her, they should have been trying to help her. She hadn’t wanted to do anything like this, in fact she never would have if they had just helped her. A grandmaster mage with the right tutelage could have likely done this kind of spell with ease. While the components weren’t easy, it didn’t mean they could just use that as an excuse. If they had offered her the help she needed, instead she would have been aiding them with her own power, instead of them having to focus their own resources on trying to stop her. This was something she needed, that didn’t hurt anybody, yet they couldn’t even have the decency to stand aside, instead branding her as a criminal for the simple desire of wanting to be like every other girl. How could they not see how wrong that was?
But that was one of the worst parts. Yvette had been fighting for so long, planning and plotting how she would get herself fixed, how she would become the woman she’d always wanted to be. But she didn’t know what she wanted to do past that. Once she was fully herself, once she mastered the spell, what then? What roads lay ahead of her? What did her future hold?
Once more she found her mind drifting to Gervas. If she had cheeks like this, she would have blushed. As it was, she tried to push that thought aside. He wasn’t her future, he was a part of her future. But she couldn’t just live for him. He wouldn’t want that, nor would it be fair to just make him her world like that.
What was she aside from him and being a woman? Was there anything else for her to cling to?
More glimmers of Gervas flashed through her mind. On a ship? Oh gosh she felt another shudder at the idea of being sea sick again, but fortunately she didn’t feel it now. It wasn’t a ship she recognized. Before she could truly understand what she was seeing, it faded away.
Then Gervas’ words seemed to echo through her head. “Her name is Yvette. She’s a beautiful, kind hearted young woman. A delight to be around. Sometimes sarcastic, sometimes a brat, sometimes an obnoxious pain in my ass. But she tried her hardest to leave places better than she left them. She is one of the most stubborn mages I’ve ever met. She’s hardworking and reckless. Her face lights up whenever she finds even the hint of success. She’ll run headfirst into certain death if it means she can help someone else. She gets seasick on boats and makes the cutest little squeaks when she gets startled. She--”
Her heart beat faster, or at least she imagined it did. She didn’t truly have one now.
But the way he spoke about her made her soar. The determination and strength in his voice was awe inspiring. He believed in her, trusted her, cared about her. He still saw her even when she was shattered like this.
He believed she’d come back to him. But she couldn’t, could she? No matter how hard she tried, there was nothing for her to latch onto. She was a woman, but the other presence agreed with her. She cared for Gervas and so the other presence did as well. There wasn’t anything to truly separate them, for her to grow and develop from.
Yvette shook her head and sighed. Maybe it was for the best if she truly did just fade away entirely. Her form had been shattered and she wasn’t miserable, wasn’t that enough? Most who went through this kind of thing were changed and, even if she wasn’t really herself anymore, maybe it was for the best.
Yvette frowned and let out a scream of frustration. “I DON’T KNOW!” she yelled with all of her anger, fury and annoyance. “I DON’T KNOW WHO ELSE I AM SUPPOSED TO BE! I DON’T KNOW WHAT SEPARATES ME!”
She didn’t even truly know what this new presence WAS, so how could she even know if it was better or worse? It was a part of her, wasn’t it? It was a girl, it cared about Gervas. What if she was what was wrong? Some vestige that didn’t need to be there? What else was she if not that? Was she just the human part of Yvette?
Wait, that was EXACTLY what she was.
“Oh my gosh I am an idiot,” Yvette said.
That was what it was. That was why she could still function like this. It wasn’t that she was ‘Yvette’. It wasn’t that the other presence wasn’t ‘Yvette’. The core of her was still there, that was why it didn’t cement who she was. She’d been focused on the wrong thing.
She was a woman, of course she was a woman. She could be a human, a dog, a troll, a bird, anything, and she’d be a woman. She cared about Gervas, because how could she not? But what she was, who she was? Was a human as well. No, perhaps not just that. She was a mage. She was someone who studied and ran headfirst into danger in the pursuit of knowledge. She tried to go anywhere and everywhere and help the people around her. She developed her magic and found new forms and tools to open up more and more of the world to her touch.
Yvette felt herself beginning to, once more, become stable. She was a mage. She was Yvette but she was also a mage. This? All that she was going through? This was just more magic. Like the magic that made the Chiogn perhaps, but still magic. It wasn’t Yvette that she had to focus on. It was her humanity.
Yvette was a mage and, new form or not, she wouldn’t allow herself to melt away. She wouldn’t become a new Yvette. She liked who she had been just fine. Gervas liked her, as well. So what if she didn’t know what that necessarily meant in the end? So what if she didn’t really know what she was going to do in the future? She’d figure it out as she went, just like she did everything else! She was going to be a mercenary with Gervas.
She couldn’t stop herself from smiling. No, Gervas wasn’t the entirety of her future, the center of who she was. But he was a huge part of her future. Not because she had to have him as it. But because she chose to have him as it. She had so much to learn, both as a mage and a human. She wasn’t going to let it end like this. Yvette closed her eyes and reached out into the winds and rain of her mind.
The storm was powerful and in control, but in the end it was just magic. New form, new mind, new everything, it didn’t matter. It just meant there would be more for her to learn and, when all this was done? Maybe she’d have a brand new spell she could tell Gervas about.
 
------ 
 
Yvette was a mage, that was the core of who she was. Not the only core, she was discovering. But a piece of it. It connected her to so many other things. To Gervas, to people she helped, to her mentor, to Nautia, even to the Mage’s Association. While all the connections weren’t necessarily good, they were undoubtedly there. In some ways it was a job and duty. But in other ways it was who she wanted to be.
That was why she could survive and come back. Because at her very core she had something that so many poor souls who had lost themselves to their broken forms had lacked. Perhaps, if not for what she had, she would have faded away entirely.
She had her reagents. The troll’s blood, the scale of the dragon turtle, the tears of a siren, everything she had gathered, everything that the bracer had stored with her. Something that wasn’t hers, but was a part of a ‘mage’. Now that she finally understood what was happening, it felt almost like she was cheating.
Every moment she grew a little stronger. She was winning.
No, winning wasn’t the right word. It wasn’t a game, there wasn’t a loser. She would have almost called it a war within herself, but there was no fight. No contest of wills. She was Yvette and that was Yvette. She supposed she was Mage-Yvette and that was Reborn-Yvette. For now it was stronger, but it wasn’t a fight. It was just as much a part of her as she was it.
Once more she saw the world outside. It became more clear with every moment. The stronger she became, the more she could see.
Gervas.
“We’ll get out of this, somehow. I promise. I won’t let you disappear. I promise I’ll protect you.”
His words tore into her and, despite herself, she could tell that the other presence, Reborn-Yvette, was hurting just as much. He needed them, he needed her. Just as he was a part of her future, she was a part of his.
Yet they closed off from him. She tried to reach out to him, to make Reborn-Yvette understand that she couldn’t pull away. Even if the instinct was to hide, she couldn’t. That wasn’t what they had to do.
But it refused, despite her objections, it closed off and withdrew away from him.
But he needed her. She couldn’t give up. He was out there. Right now. Waiting for her. Waiting for them.
Despite everything he felt for mages, he was out there waiting for his mage.
The winds began to howl and the rains poured higher, but she lifted her hand and let her power flow out, using the dragon turtle’s scale as her focus.
It wasn’t time. But soon.
She would return to him.
Chapter 15
 
 
 
Yvette stared up at the sky above. New-Yvette and Old-Yvette. Mage-Yvette and Reborn-Yvette.
When she had been a child, she remembered some of the powerful artifacts her master had gathered during his years. Arcane tomes, wands, all kinds of things that, while often only having minor effects, did function as quite unique and helpful tools.
One he had been particularly fond of was a special jar and glass that were connected, so the jar would continue to fill the glass so long as it had contents within it. It had been one of her master’s favorites.
So, being a young child, clumsy as she was, she had broken it. She still remembered the anger on his face, the way he had started to yell, the words he had uttered.
Now she wished she could remember a lot of them.
Instead, she could only stare at the stars and utter the only one that came to mind.
“What the absolute hell is ANY of this?” Yvette said. Or, rather, she tried to. But it wasn’t nearly that easy. She felt as if she was comprised of so many parts now. As if her mind was fragmented into a dozen parts and a different ‘Yvette’ was controlling each part of it.
She didn’t know where Yvette ended and the next Yvette began.
So many parts felt the same, yet separate, almost as if she was trapped somewhere in the middle. She wasn’t surprised that many of the people who’d had themselves forcefully altered had lost their minds, even now she didn’t truly feel like herself. She felt fragmented and broken, as if her mind had been shattered into a dozen pieces, reshaped into something new and then all the leftover pieces had just been dumped on top of it to ‘fix’ it.
But the parts had been gathered were in something almost like harmony. She now felt more aware of everything than she had before. Gervas was laying down besides her, seemingly asleep. Nautia was as well. There was a guard watching over them, not far away. She had to leave Gervas behind, but she knew it would be fine. She’d done it before, flown off, albeit not far, only to return and for him to be completely okay.
It didn’t make her feel less agitated, though. She just couldn’t let them see this. If they realized what was happening to her, what she was, they’d likely begin to panic. Granted, if she couldn’t do this, then she’d likely panic herself.
It was an incredibly strange feeling, flying into the air. A part of her said that it was the easiest thing in the world and she had done it a hundred times, after all she was the storm. The other part of her mind told her that it wasn’t going to be easy at all and that she’d never really known how to do it before the incident with the phoenix so how could she now? Within moments, though, she was soaring through the air and leaving the ship behind.
If, by some miracle, she managed to avoid losing her mind entirely before she got an opportunity to escape she’d have to write a log of how this felt. Detailing how it felt to literally be of two minds.
Once she had flown far enough away from the ship that it was nothing more than a speck on the sea she dove down towards the water. She focused on the reagents she’d need to cast this spell, though she didn’t know if she even could cast it like this. Even if the reagents were inside her body now, a part of her, could she use them?
Giving a small prayer to the gods, she attempted to find out, flapping her wings once and trying to make a small platform of ice in the water.
She had been hoping for something that was just big enough for her to lightly land on. Instead ice formed on the surface of the water and quickly spread out, erupting into an iceberg many times her size that jutted out from the water so high it nearly hit her. She quickly flew back up, letting the ice roll around in the water for a few moments, eventually settling on its side. It bobbed a few times, but seemed relatively stable and more than large enough for her to land on.
Yvette landed as gently as she could on the ice, though she still had to scramble to keep her talons from falling out from under her. It seemed there were a few advantages to this new form, ice wasn’t even remotely her specialty and for her to be able to make it so easily spoke highly of the kind of power she had access to now. She couldn’t wait to tell Gervas about it. Assuming she would be able to talk to him ever again. She tried to shove that fear down again.
Once she righted herself on the ice she focused, shoving down the dread in her core, the worry that this wouldn’t work. Focusing on her human form, she cast her transformation spell.
At first, nothing seemed to happen. But then the ice seemed to rush up to meet Yvette, her body shrinking down quickly to a small fraction of the size it had been. She felt relief wash over her when she, finally, had hands again.
The relief quickly evaporated when she became aware of fresh, new torments. Primarily, she was naked and the ice under her feet was already starting to make her feet ache. “Okay, okay, this I don’t like!” she said quickly, hunching down and shaking. Where in the world were her clothes? She’d been wearing them when she transformed, hadn’t she? She glanced at her right arm and, sure enough, even the bracer was gone.
But that was only the second worst feeling and, within a few moments, it became the third worst.
The second was when she tried to use her magic and transform her body a little to warm herself up, intending to partially morph her feet and skin to keep warm on the ice. But her magic barely listened and, try as she might, she couldn’t alter her form. She quickly cast an incantation, trying to use a little bit of water magic to shift the ice around her, but it refused to move.
But she’d never been able to really use her magic when transformed to do things other than maintain her form. It wasn’t easy and she was nowhere near ready to do such spells now without a lot more practice. That, unfortunately, made the worst realization become all the harder to ignore.
The strange feeling of dysphoria when she took this form. It had been her body for so long, her entire life. While there had always been dysphoria from it, this was different. Now it felt the same as whenever she transformed. It didn’t feel like ‘her body’, it felt like ‘her current transformation’. Worse, it felt almost unnatural, as if she had pieces of her body now that she didn’t fully understand why they were there or what they did, they just were.
Yvette wasn’t human anymore. She wasn’t even humanoid. She was a phoenix in every meaning of the word, or at best some kind of hybrid thing. She gave another shudder and closed her eyes, the dread coursing through her now so powerful it felt like she was going to throw up.
She didn’t know what this would mean in the end. She’d never even heard of such a thing happening to someone. The closest she could think of was what happened to the zmaj, but at least they kept their humanoid shapes. She would have given anything to be able to ask her master about it, he almost always had the answers to anything she asked, so surely he would know what this meant. Maybe he’d even know how to undo it.
But this alteration hadn’t been natural in the slightest. She’d overloaded herself, erupting from the sheer might of a phoenix’s captured magic. Had the magic transformed her or had it been an instinctive reaction to the magic? Was it something else entirely? She lifted a hand to her chest, feeling her rapid heartbeat. Her true form had been broken, but not at all in the way she intended. Would she be trapped like this?
“Deep breaths, Yvette, deep breaths. Just focus. Remember what Master Betan said. Focus on your core. You’re a girl, a human, a mage. You’re all of these things. Focus on them and only them. You are not a phoenix. This is only temporary.”
Then the worst thought of all came to her mind, breaking through the meager mental defenses she’d managed to prepare. What if she had died when she’d been hit by that magic? What if dying was the only way to transform her into this and now there was no way for her to transform back? What did it even mean to be a phoenix? The legends she’d heard of them ranged from them being immortal creatures that were reborn upon their deaths, to merely powerful elementals who arose and laid destruction upon the world.
What if she couldn’t fix her form at all and she was trapped like this? She wasn’t really a phoenix, would she be reborn?
Yvette let out a scream, as loud as she could, throwing her head back and trying to let all of the confusion and fear out. She screamed and she screamed until her lungs were empty and she finally fell to her knees. Her legs and feet were quickly numbing from the ice, but she ignored it for the moment, letting her exhaustion wash over her. Her human form began to melt away and, before long she was herself again.
The fact ‘herself’ was now a giant, strange bird of magic and elemental magic did absolutely nothing to comfort her. She needed help, a lot of help. She needed a proper mage who could fix her before she melted away.
Still, now that she knew what was going on she could at least focus on the good from this. She could use her magic and reagents, despite all that had happened. It seemed they had innately become part of this form. On top of that, she could transform into her old body. She could likely transform into her female body as well, so if she did find a way to fix this she knew what form she would take.
Yvette slowly rose up into the air once more, soaring back towards the ship. Before anything else she had to find out how to rescue Gervas and Nautia. Even if she needed help, there was no way she could abandon them. But she didn’t know how she could let them know she was herself again without transforming. If their captors knew she was herself once more there was no way they would find an opportunity to escape.
The ‘New-Yvette’ part of her mind said that she should just destroy the ships and take the two away, but she doubted that would go nearly as well as she wanted. Even if she was ‘the storm’, she was only one bird and the small fleet could have any number of true naming mages on it. Not to mention the one who had killed her. Even if she did rescue them there was no telling if she could fly all of them to land from her.
No, if she wanted an opportunity to escape, she would need to be incredibly careful and wait for the right moment. Hopefully before they got to where ever the ships were headed.
 
------
 
The right moment, unfortunately, never came. Hours turned to days, but there didn’t appear to be any moment when they could escape the ship. Now that she was more aware of what was going on, she could see that Nautia was shackled to the vessel itself, a pair of thick, chained manacles giving her only a bit of room to move about on the deck, most of which she used to try and keep herself in the shade.
Gervas wasn’t chained, but he was unarmed. While originally she thought there was only a single person watching them at some times, she quickly realized that there always seemed to be at least three keeping a close eye on them. Their guard was the first and most obvious. Another was further back in the ship but able to keep a firm eye on them while navigating. The third had been trickier to notice, but they were on the other ships. There almost always seemed to be someone in the crow’s nests of the other vessels and, from there, they could likely keep an eye on her and Gervas.
Even if she did find a way out, she had no idea where land was. Whenever she left the ship she tried to find some sight of land, but there didn’t seem to be any on the course they took.
Worse, she couldn’t come up with a way to let Gervas know that she understood him now and that she was more aware than she had been. Almost every night he would talk to her, all but begging her to come back to him.
Yet she didn’t dare transform to let him know she was here. She tried to give him what signs she could that she was here, but she didn’t think he understood. She felt as if she was slowly going mad, trapped in her own body and unsure if pieces of her were slipping away without her noticing. Even now there were moments where she struggled to have any memories and thoughts of herself as a human and began to sink into the reality of being a phoenix again.
If not for the reagents grounding her, she was pretty sure she would have already fallen away entirely. She would have given almost anything for them to have her bag again, but unfortunately it was back with the merfolk’s main camp. If she could study the spell closer she was certain she could figure out which of the scale or tears were helping to keep her grounded and more of the ‘mage’. Or perhaps it wasn’t either and it was just the reagents themselves.
However, now she was beginning to doubt she would ever get the chance. Off in the distance she could see land and the deck was filled with activity. They were getting ever closer and, while it would likely still be a while yet before they docked, even now she could make out the buildings of the harbor they were heading towards. It wasn’t going to be just a small port, they would be arriving in a full city.
She glanced towards Gervas and felt unease rising in her ever higher. The two of them had to escape, but she had no idea how. She--
““Please do not worry, oh great being of the storm,”” a voice said, making her tense slightly. She could recognize that voice easily enough. The prince. She craned her neck once more to look at him.
As opposed to all the times where she had seen him before, his garments were anything but simple and plain. He was now dressed in a long, wide robe laced with red and gold threads. Were she human now, she likely would have laughed at the fact the soldiers who walked by him had to take extra care so as to not get bumped by the overly dramatic shoulders on it, or step on the ‘trail’ of the robe.
““Soon we will meet with my subjects and all will bask in your glory,”” the prince said before bowing his head and performing what Yvette could only guess was a curtsy of sorts. None of the ‘hers’ could really grasp what it was, other than quite awkward in that getup. She would have almost felt a little bad for him except for the fact he had killed her. It was amazing how quickly being murdered by someone made her lose any and all remorse for their discomfort.
Yvette considered for a few moments if she should try and talk back to him, but that was a little more nerve wracking. She knew how, but last time she had talked to him she had only been half of what she was now. A third? A fifth? That only made it more confusing. The human side of her wanted to speak with what it knew, gestures.
But the phoenix part of her wanted to speak as the ‘storm’, which she understood, but some parts of her didn’t. In the end it all mixed together into a flurry of confusion and insecurity. If she talked to him as the storm, would he sense the humanity in her? Could he identify it? His true naming magic was powerful, of that she knew. But she couldn’t tell how powerful it was. It allowed him to understand her, but could he tell the intent to her ‘words’? Could he see the part of her that was different? The balance she had now was stormy, for lack of a better word, at best. All it might take was one sharp prod and a part of her could fall away. Possibly forever.
Better to not even try to respond. So long as Gervas was okay, she would be fine.
It was possible this city might be the opportunity she needed, though. So long as they believed her a phoenix, no, so long as they believed she was JUST a phoenix, she had an opportunity to be and go where they couldn’t stop her. Perhaps, even, a way to escape.
Yvette spread out her wings, the wind beginning to gather around her. She couldn’t help but notice the way the soldiers on deck began to tense. “Calm down,” the prince yelled. “We have the phoenix’s subjects. So long as they are with us, it will always return.”
Yvette took to the air, trying to ignore the annoyance at the prince’s words. He was right, of course. She WOULD come back. But one of these days she wouldn’t. She’d get herself and Gervas out of this. Nautia as well.
Flying through the air once more, Yvette struggled to keep herself balanced and to remember who she was. The phoenix part of her was more in control now that she was in the air, but she had to remind herself that she was both. If she allowed part of her to fall away, there was no telling how long until it would be able to come back.
It wasn’t easy to control, though. When she soared towards the city, she couldn’t help but allow her power to flow out from her, flames erupting from her wings and streaking across the sky in a trail of elemental might. As far out as the ship had been, she crossed that distance in what felt like seconds, the winds themselves seeming to bow to her commands.
Just like when she became the dragon turtle. That thought helped her ground herself, quickly reminding her that she WAS still human, that this form, even if it was a ‘new’ form, wasn’t truly her form. No matter how much the new shape tried to make her see it as her, it was just another form that wasn’t right for her.
The city itself was nowhere near as impressive as she had expected. Taller buildings were near the  harbor, blocking off view of the majority of the city itself. In fact, in many ways she imagined the buildings could act as walls into the city proper. Most only had a single doorway or gate facing out from the city, towards the water.
Past the outer layer of the city, the internal buildings were more widely dispersed, groups of them built closer together and forming strange, confusing pathways that, were she on foot, she suspected would have left her disoriented in seconds. Even looking at them from up above she struggled to figure out how one would navigate such a maze.
However, there were a few much larger, grander buildings in the city as well. One quickly caught her eye, directly in the center of the city and towering many stories up. She would have almost confused it for a mage’s tower, except it was even wider than it was tall. Many of the buildings were painted bright colors, yellow, green and a few even a light gray. However, that building was a painted in waves of black and red, at first making her think that it was on fire.
The building itself was almost entirely flattened, with a single square hatch on the roof. However, near the very front of the building rested what she could only imagine was supposed to be a perch. Thick, polished wood forming an almost perfect T. She slowly descended, landing on it and digging her talons into the wood. It felt perfect. More importantly, while resting on this perch she could see almost the entire city, as if it had been created just for her.
Down below she could see people running through the streets, pointing up at her. Yvette ignored them for now. Instead she focused on looking around the city itself. As confusing and disorienting as it was, it didn’t look particularly well caged in. The further out they got from the harbor and the building she was on, the more spread out the buildings got and the easier the roads would be to travel.
Her thoughts were broken by the sound of clattering wood behind her. She turned and saw that the hatch had been pushed open and from within small, robed figures were walking out. She quickly reminded herself that they weren’t small, she was just much bigger now.
“Can it be? Is it truly a phoenix?” one of them asked, staring up at her with awe.
“Prince Curcel vowed to return with its blessing, did he not?” another asked, slowly coming ever closer. “But it’s not truly possible that he has managed to tame it, has he?”
Yvette didn’t move, focusing instead on them as they approached. Was prince Curcel the one who had brought her here? At least now she knew the name of the person who killed her.
“It has to be a trick,” another one of the robed figures said. “It’s far smaller than a phoenix is supposed to be, isn’t it?”
Yvette felt more annoyance rumble through her and electricity began to crackle across her body, arcing off her and striking the roof. The figures quickly backed away, all except for one.
“It’s a phoenix! A true phoenix!” the remaining man yelled. Judging by the long, gray beard on his face he was older than the others and his robes were laced with dazzling gold and red. While the others fled from her, he instead ran towards her.
Only to throw himself onto his knees before her and bow. ““Oh great phoenix of the sky, please, forgive my ignorance. Had we known that such a creature as you were to arrive here, we would have prepared a proper celebration.””
Yvette couldn’t help but feel more and more uncomfortable by the second. A part of her, the phoenix part, felt this was only natural. After all, she was the storm, reverence was only fitting for one such as her. The other part of her couldn’t help feeling ashamed that he reacted in such a way to her. Even if she was a phoenix, she wasn’t a true phoenix. She was something that the phoenix had made. Just like the zmaj, but by phoenix rather than dragon turtle magic.
She wanted to roll her eyes, because the dysphoria she’d felt from having the wrong body before wasn’t quite enough, it seemed. Now she got to experience it amplified. She had to figure out if she could communicate eventually and now was as good a time as any she supposed. At least the prince wasn’t here to hear it.
Yvette slowly turned on her perch and eyed him. Then she unleashed the storm through her words, letting out her cry of the phoenix, confirming that she would forgive him, this time. The most concerning part of it, at least to the human side of her, was that she just knew how to speak in this form. She knew, logically, that it was not something she could have ever known, she’d never studied phoenix language. She didn’t even know if phoenixes HAD a language, it should have just been bird shrieks. Yet she could do it instinctively, sending another wave of strangeness washing over her.
““Please, oh great phoenix, allow us to properly celebrate your arrival.””
Yvette stared for a few moments later before letting out another cry to confirm his request. Well, at least this might hopefully buy them more time.
Chapter 16
 
 
 
Yvette towered over the assembly, her talons digging deep into her perch. Below she could see into the city and despite the chaos of the streets below, the people here seemed to not to struggle in the confusing maze of pathways. Already they were filled with streamers, people wearing the most flashy gold and red garments they could, phoenix shaped kites flying through the air and even toys made in her image. Or, at least, an image of a phoenix.
The sounds of celebration would have been deafening if she were down in the mass of it, but here she could at least hear it without getting a headache. Gervas and Nautia were seated below her, besides Prince Curcel, who looked incredibly pleased with himself whenever she looked over at him. She couldn’t blame him, after all, he likely believed that everything was going according to plan. He had a phoenix, he had her friends and, as far as he knew, Yvette was gone.
Thin, narrow tables had been brought up to the roof and the area was now filled with men and women in similar robes to the prince, albeit theirs were not quite as dramatic or space consuming. She couldn’t help but wonder how he managed to make it up the steps without falling on his face.
There were still dozens of guards, though they appeared to be more ceremonial than anything else, they certainly weren’t here for her. If they were here for anyone it was likely Gervas and Nautia. The pair were, after all, how the prince believed he had control over her.
The sounds of the party goers suddenly went silent and she looked around quizzically. She had only a few moments to ponder in confusion before the prince rose to his feet and cleared his throat. “Loyal subjects of the Reborn Empire, long have we waited for this day. Since the first emperor arrived on this very shore and was blessed by the phoenix Eterna, never has a phoenix deemed to judge a ruler of our lands worthy once more, until today. When I left our home, many moons ago, most believed my journey was a foolhardy one. That I would never attain the blessing of the phoenix and would instead perish, leaving the empire in the hands of my sister. But nay, I have returned! Not just with the blessing of the phoenix, but guarded by the phoenix itself!” he yelled.
Yvette wanted to not just roll her eyes but roll her whole body. As if she would ever guard him.
“Now, I’m sure many of you have questions, especially considering our other guests,” the prince said before he turned to Gervas and Nautia. “These two are subjects of the great phoenix, its very attendants. Those deemed worthy of serving the great phoenix itself! Stand, introduce yourselves.”
Yvette tensed slightly when she saw the two stand and she wondered if something was about to go wrong. She could almost feel the tension in the air. Gervas, however, spoke up first. “I am Hawken, first attendant of the phoenix.”
It seemed he was still using his fake name even now. She wondered if Nautia knew the truth.
“I am Nautia, second attendant of the phoenix,” Nautia said.
Yvette went still when she suddenly felt an air of tension in the air. The prince was staring at the two, obviously waiting for something. What the pair said next made her feel almost sick.
“Long live the Reborn Empire, long live Prince Curcel, eternally live the phoenix!” they said before bowing their heads and taking their seats. The gathered feasters repeated the words.
Yvette barely resisted the urge to jump down on the table itself and ruin the entire party, suppressing the desire to make them pay for making the two say that. She took solace in the fact that those words would one day be nothing more than a joke, like him.
 
------ 
 
Yvette couldn’t believe it. After everything that had gone so incredibly wrong, something was finally going right.
When the party goers had begun to file out and the servants had started to clear away the mess, the prince and many of the guards had left as well. A small tent had been setup, with a pair of cots and thin bedding. A single torch had been set, resting besides the tent but doing little to brighten the area.
Eventually the three of them had been left alone. Nautia was sitting on the edge of the roof, staring out over it, longingly at the sea. “Perhaps if we tore the tent up we could fashion a rope and climb down. We’re not that far up,” she said.
“Wouldn’t work,” Gervas said with a shake of his head. “We don’t have anything to cut it with, anyway. The prince likely has half a dozen guards stationed below as well. If they saw anything going over the side they’d be on us in seconds.”
“We’re so close. For the first time there are no chains on us. If we’re going to attempt to escape, now is the time. If I can get to the water then--”
“There’s a city between us and the sea,” Gervas said, cutting her off. “We’d never make it.”
“You saw the way they were all revering your little mage friend. If we told them the truth, that it’s not a phoenix at all, that--”
“Assuming they even believed us,” Gervas said, cutting her off. “The best case scenario would be that the prince is dishonored. What do you think happens to us, then? Need I remind you that you are a mage as well? What do you think would happen to you if they no longer thought you had the support of the phoenix?”
“What if this is our only chance to escape?” Nautia asked. “It’s right there.”
“As are an army of soldiers and who knows how many mages like the prince. If we want any chance of escape we can’t be reckless about this. Besides, Yvette wouldn’t be able to--”
“Enough about Yvette!” Nautia yelled, her rage boiling over. “That’s all you talk about! Yvette is gone, ‘Hawken’, if that even is your real name! This entire thing is your fault to begin with, I never should have trusted the pair of you to help with this. I should have known that there was something wrong about you. ‘Hawken and Petra’, a fine pair of pretenders. Yvette, Petra, phoenix, it doesn’t matter what you call her. She’s not even human anymore. Look at her, just look. There’s no humanity there, I doubt there’s even intelligence there. She’s a destructive beast of the elements who, for some reason, all of these fools believe is some messenger of the gods! I’m honestly not sure who’s more insane. You for believing she can be anything but a phoenix or them for believing she actually is one!”
Gervas didn’t move for a long time, his eyes just focused on the sea in the distance.
After what felt like a few minutes of awkward silence, the mermaid sighed. “I’m sorry. That wasn’t fair, Hawken. This isn’t your fault, I know that. I was the one who begged you two to help us. If I had just waited for the Mage’s Association, none of this would have happened. You’d still have your Yvette and we wouldn’t be here.”
“You did what you thought you had to,” Gervas said. “Just like Yvette did. She’ll come back to us, I know she will.”
Yvette glanced around once more. Nobody was up here but them, nobody could see onto the roof, either. While she was quite noticeable on her perch, that was easily fixed. She spread out her wings and leaped from it, gliding off and towards the center of the roof, landing awkwardly on her talons.
“Oh, great, now the great big bird is upset about something,” Nautia said with a shake of her head. “Or maybe she’s hoping someone will make her a nest. Well, get to it, Hawken.”
Yvette ignored the mermaid and looked around, waiting for some sign of activity from below. But the door to the roof didn’t open. She took a slow, deep breath, and focused.
Once more she began to shift and the ground seemed to reach up towards her, coming quickly towards her while she rushed to meet it.
“What in the--” Nautia said, but she went silent midway through.
“Yvette?” Gervas asked, his voice filled with hope.
Yvette tried not to focus on how happy the voice made her, instead struggling to remember everything she could about her body. Well, at least the body she had wanted to have for so long. It felt like it took forever, though only a few seconds passed before she was herself again.
At which point she promptly knelt down with her knees to her chest, her face burning. “Don’t look!” she said quickly.
Gervas didn’t seem to listen or care. Because a moment later she felt him wrap his arms around her, hugging her so tight she thought her bones might break. She let out a soft gasp. “Careful,” Yvette said softly. “You’re hurting me!”
He let her go a moment later, but when she looked up at him he kept staring at her. At least his eyes were on her face. “How? I thought you could only maintain a form for a short time? You’ve even kept it up when you’re sleeping. When did you learn how to do this?”
“I’m not,” Yvette said softly, trying to focus on one question at a time and how to answer them as a human, not as a phoenix. Still, there was a moment of relief. The body was definitely one she had transformed into. But it also felt far more ‘right’ than it had last time she had turned into it. That nagging feeling of ‘something was wrong’ was fading as well. That was encouraging.
“What?” Gervas asked.
“I’m not, I mean, right now I am. But I wasn’t before,” Yvette said, receiving an even more confused look from him.
“Have you been like this the whole time?” Nautia asked. “Even when--”
“Please, I don’t know how long I have, so I need to explain quick, just give me a moment, also, stop looking at me!” Yvette said, glaring at the pair.
“Oh, err, right, sorry,” Gervas said, finally letting her go before turning around. “Why are you naked?”
“If you two would stop interrupting me and just give me a second I’d explain it so just calm down,” Yvette said, the annoyance radiating out of her voice. “I’m not actually me right now. Or, I am. But I’m not who I was. That wasn’t me transformed, this is me transformed. Does that make any sense?”
“None,” Gervas said.
Yvette wanted to let out a squawk of frustration and the fact she thought of it as a squawk only made it worse. “Okay, it’s like this. I don’t know if the phoenix did it itself, or if releasing the seal did it. But back in the cavern? I died. When I died, I became this. Or that. Or, well, a phoenix. I think is the best way to explain it. And no I haven’t been aware all this time. I don’t even know how long I’ve been really myself. I don’t even know if I really am myself right now. It’s like, I almost want to say that there are two of me and they’re both trying to control my body. They don’t hate each other so it’s not really a fight? But they’re also sometimes not really acting together and now I’m me but not me. Everything I had when I died went with me, it’s all inside me.”
“Inside you?” Gervas asked. “Wait, you mean--”
“My clothes, my reagents, all of it,” Yvette said. “It’s a part of me now. I think it’s part of why I was even able to come back like this. I think if I could get back to the spell and study it a bit more, I could find out which part of it is helping to ground me. But, either way, I’m not fully who I was anymore.”
“So it’s all a part of you? Everything?” Gervas asked. “That explains a few things.”
“What? What things?” Yvette asked.
“I overheard a few of the sailors mentioning that they were unable to send messages from the flagship. If that ring is now a part of you and still working, then no wonder.”
Yvette nodded, though that threw another thought into her head. What if it was the ring that made it possible for her to keep that side of herself? She didn’t know why it would have, but she also wouldn’t have ever imagined herself being turned into a phoenix either, but here she was. This was a level and degree of magic she needed true experts for. “I am still me, kind of. The phoenix is here as well, but it’s me as a phoenix, if that makes sense,” Yvette said. “And I’m not planning to go anytime soon. I just…” She, very slowly, reached out a hand to grip Gervas’. “Thanks for not giving up on me. I heard everything you said. It really did help me come back.”
Gervas nodded, his hand squeezing hers. “I knew you’d come back. You’re too hard headed to let yourself change from something like this.”
“Err, Yvette,” Nautia said, her voice sounding slightly alarmed. “About the things I said before--”
“About how I was just an animal?” Yvette asked. “Or how I’d never come back? Or calling me an it even when Gervas said I was a girl?” She couldn’t help but enjoy the fact the mermaid was squirming just a little bit at the words, but she wouldn’t let her suffer for long. Maybe just a few moments longer. Finally, she spoke up again. “It’s fine. I know you’re upset. I can’t say I blame you, everything went poorly. But I won’t be casting you aside either. All three of us are going to get out of this, somehow. So long as they don’t know what I truly am, I know we’ll find a way to escape.”
Nautia let out a sigh of relief. “Well, that at least is some good news. I suppose I do owe both of you an apology, then. It seemed Hawken’s belief in you was well placed.”
Yvette gave Gervas’ hand another squeeze. “As much as I hate to say it, he can, sometimes, be right. Annoying. But right. So, got any plans?”
Gervas shook his head. “Not yet. We’re heading to the capital, though. The trip there will likely be our best opportunity. Especially if you’re back with us, Yvette. I can’t imagine anything better at creating a distraction than, well, you.”
Yvette nodded before leaning forward and resting her forehead against his shoulder. It felt good, right. Better. It felt as if, once more, she was grounding herself. So long as she could keep herself from falling apart, they’d get out of this.
“Hey, Hawken? I think we should tell Nautia who we are.”
“Really?” Gervas asked.
“She’s here, isn’t she? Besides, we did what she needed and she kind of depends on us. I died for her mission. I don’t think she’d betray us after that, would you Nautia?” Yvette asked.
Nautia gave a soft sigh and shook her head. “No. You gave your life to help me, the least I can do is keep whatever secret it is you have to my grave.”
Yvette nodded and then glanced down at her hand. To her surprise, the mark of the fallen mage was still there. That was a little disconcerting and also grounds for another small theory. “Hawken, err, Gervas, I’ll leave that to you. But there’s one more thing we’ll need.”
“What is it?” Gervas asked and she could feel him tense up.
“Well, two things,” Yvette said. “If I start to fade away again, don’t give up on me. Okay? No matter what? It may take a while, but I’ll come back if you keep at it.”
“Of course, Yvette. I’m your guardian, aren’t I? How could I ever abandon you?”
Yvette nodded, still enjoying the warmth coming from him. “And uhhh, the last one is kind of… I need some clothes. When we escape. If I get some new ones and transform in them I should be able to kind of make it with the form? Are you laughing?”
She could feel Gervas shaking and he quickly shook his head. “No, of course not. Why would I laugh at that?” His voice, however, was filled with barely contained laughter.
Yvette almost snapped at him before she heard Nautia start to laugh as well. She sighed and finally rolled her eyes. It felt good to be able to do that again. “Well, I’m just so happy you two at least are taking such delight in this.”
Still, despite it, she couldn’t help but start to laugh as well. She might be in a strange, new form now. But it wasn’t going to be her true form forever. So long as she had Gervas, she knew they could get through this. Somehow. Sometimes it was taking joy in the little, silly things that made them much easier to handle, anyway.
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