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      To my faithful readers who requested my ‘rambling fic tags’. This is for you. I now tag book #2 as:

      Jamie gets to go on an adventure! It is not what she signed up for. Ghasper would just like them to come back in one piece. He does not handle this long-distance assistance thing very well. Jamie is spooked. Fire is involved. Everything is going wrong and nothing is alright. Hurt and comfort. Happy ending.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PROLOGUE

          

          JUAN RAMIREZ

        

      

    

    
      Careless! Stupid! You should’ve left it alone-!

      A thin sliver of golden light spilled through the cracked doorway of the inner laundry room in the lower level training section of the Gheyo fighter pits. Everywhere was thickly wrought in shadows to the point that only a few feet in front of his face could be accurately seen and trusted.

      The rest was too suspect.

      Juan pressed himself further into the impossible space between the wall and the oversized laundry cart. It was just big enough to hide him at first glance, as long the shadows in that area didn't move.

      As long as he didn't breathe either.

      The section of the laundry room housing the big laundry carts was sectioned off with wards and shields to prevent clothes, Flexi-Suits and other special items from getting mixed up in the wash.

      Or accidentally dumped in the wash with the wrong kinds of fabric or stain removers.

      After all, a Gheyo's life was half-drenched in blood and sworn promises. That meant a lot of washing and a great deal of stain remover on top of complicated and sometimes troublesome spells to keep everything in proper working order.

      Juan's hands trembled, no matter how hard he held onto the laundry cart. He ground his jaw together so tight, he was sure something would crack. There was no way they could find him down there.

      No one ever ventured so far down into the working sections underneath the Gheyo Pits. Only those who were working where their blades couldn’t support them. He’d come here for that very reason and now, he’d stumbled across the kind of thing that would get a lesser Gheyo killed on the spot.

      If he didn’t stay hidden—they’d find him. And when they found him-!

      Oh, it couldn’t happen.

      He couldn't let them.

      He couldn't.

      They'd kill him for sure.

      This time, they'd definitely kill him.

      For being stupid, slow and clumsy in the wrong place at the worst time. For needing a second chance. For always trying too hard at the wrong thing. It wouldn't matter that he'd never done anything to hinder them. Wouldn't matter in the least that he'd tried to defend them before at the expense of his own life.

      Wouldn't matter that he'd never spoken against them in the years he'd suffered underneath their control since choosing their training floor.

      It wouldn't matter at all.

      Because they'd make sure to remind him of all the different ways he was useful to them. All the different ways he could be crushed, torn apart, and flayed alive for their wicked amusements. How he was worthless, how his brother wasn't even deserving of basic decency and so much more.

      Horrible, awful, terrible things that no one would ever believe. Things he couldn’t repeat to any living soul.

      And it wouldn't matter anymore, if he was dead.

      His control slipped, a shuddery breath easing out. Frantically, he pressed trembling hands tight over his mouth. A burning ache in his eyes let him know that tears wanted to come and snot tickled at his nose.

      He couldn't give it away!

      It would kill his brother’s memory for his body to be found in such disgrace and yet—yet, Juan couldn’t fathom any other possible escape route. He hadn’t thought that far when he’d run to the first place that promised to be a safe haven.

      A place where they couldn’t reach him, for sure-!

      The memory of Ronaldo’s warm hands came to mind first. Achingly bright and heart-wrenching in the way that it remained a cruel reminder of what he’d lost. Like a good big brother, Ronaldo had always been there for him.

      His presence not quite as comforting as their father’s, but steady in a way that spoke of growing up too soon. Strong hands and a gentle, if not sometimes exasperated smile, often accompanied by a light hum of fondness. Of a voice promising him that children were meant to make mistakes as they learned and grew.

      That there was no harm in speaking up when something was done wrong. No harm in coming clean. That there was only honesty and openness to those who lived well and sought to uphold such things. He reminded Juan every single day that a freedom of spirit was wholeheartedly worth it.

      And yet-!

      He'd lost his brother. He'd lost the only last living member of his fractured family. His desperate, but hopeful brother, Ronaldo, who had tried his very best to keep them together. To protect him from the darker sides of the Gheyo Training areas, especially the lawless land of the Gheyo Pits that operated on its own twisted rules.

      He'd done everything. Absolutely everything to give Juan a better chance than he'd ever had. So, when he'd vanished, of course Juan couldn't let it go.

      Of course, he'd gone to investigate and naturally, he'd gotten tangled up in things that he never, ever, should've known. Things that no good Gheyo was supposed to stumble across. Things that no decent dragel should ever overlook.

      Yes, he'd definitely gone in too deep and there was no turning back.

      He pressed his hands against his mouth again, willing his frightened body to remain as still and silent as he could manage. All he had to do was wait them out.

      He could do that. He'd spent his whole life waiting.

      A few more hours was just a drop in the giant cosmic basin of existence. Silence was nothing. The sooner he could manage that, the sooner the danger would pass.

      And as soon as they were gone, he'd run. He’d get to the next floor. He’d find someone who would listen. Someone he could trust!

      Then he’d tell them.

      No more staying below ground and clinging to the shadows. He would run for the surface, to reach the light and to throw himself up, over the edge where none of the hypocrisy and torture could reach him ever again.

      He'd do it! He really would.

      A whiff of smoke tickled at his nose.

      Juan frowned.

      Smoke wasn't exactly an uncommon scent, given the amount of Fire Dragels that frequented the lower sections of the training arena, but smoke in a laundry room wasn't right.

      There were too many flammable items. Too small quarters. It’d draw attention. It could turn bad very quickly, really.

      Safety charms were supposed to keep that from happening, but a strong enough flame would certainly-!

      A clink of metal on metal, a weird huffing kind of hiss and then a screeching volley of flames bore down on the entire hallway, flooding into the laundry room.

      Juan saw the rushing, angry light of red and orange, long before he felt the crushing, searing pain of the impossible heat barreling towards him. There was no way he could avoid that. His bruised limbs banged against the wall and the laundry cart.

      The splitting ache in his head came from the solidness of the wall behind him.

      He couldn't move.

      He couldn't move fast enough and now, he was going to die.
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            NEW ASSIGNMENT, NEW ASSISTANT - GALIRA

          

        

      

    

    
      Galira flipped through the last pages of the printed and magically sealed document with her latest assignment printed in shimmering ink. She scooped up a mouthful of spiced, sweet gruel—with two toasted nuts included—and tucked it into her mouth, chewing slowly.

      The familiar taste was grounding and soothing to her. Even more so than the now lukewarm cup of tea set out of harm's way at the right of her elbow. She'd already scarfed down two small protein biscuits to make up for the lack of fresh fruit and extra sugar that her dragel body naturally craved.

      But the gruel was too good to skip.

      Even if it wasn't the most conventional breakfast. It was something of a comfort food and an easy go-to when she was on her own. Especially when she wanted her mind to try its hand at heavy-lifting before the rest of the Gheyo Jesters woke from their lairs.

      She needed the extra boost.

      The new assignment fell into her lap nearly a week ago, a warning and a request rolled into one, asking for someone to pay attention and intervene if a situation got out of hand.

      A normal request, on the surface, but a desperate one, the more she read into it.

      Her toes curled in her fluffy socks, pressing against the hard tile of the large, open kitchen and dining area. She was almost always the first one up when she had a current assignment slot open.

      The clean white tabletop was sleek and flat, allowing plenty of room for her to spread her careful notes, standing document canisters and such, everywhere within arm's reach. She liked the clean atmosphere that so much crisp, clean space brought to the shared living quarters.

      Every Gheyo Jester had two residences, the giant shared space where they all spent the majority of their time and a personal home anchored in the midst of their elemental inclination. Her element, Earth, meant that she was happier with things being more concrete and less ephemeral. It was simply the order of things.

      Right then, she wanted all of the grounding and steadiness she could leech from her surroundings.

      The front door, two halls down into their space, clicked open with twin chimes. Ghasper and his new student, Gheyo ACE, Jamie Callahan, were back from their morning workout.

      She spelled her things to order, clearing the spot to her left out of habit.

      Jamie was the most amusing thing to grace their space in a very long time. A talented young woman with the ability to practically absorb anything drilled into her head and a knack for picking up the oddest little clues here and there. She'd grown happier and more confident in the time she'd spent with them, easily flourishing underneath Ghasper's trademark care.

      He was gentle as a teacher and mentor, but firm as a seasoned Gheyo should be with any rank under him. Jamie was learning—definitely learning—and while it took some time to adjust, Galira was proud to see the positive changes.

      Ghasper entered the dining room space, his expression fondly amused as he tapped the back of the chair in front of the newly cleared space and continued on into the heart of the shared kitchen.

      There was a plaintive warble that might've been a whine, before Jamie dropped into the designated chair, flopping over onto her folded arms, dark brown hair sticking to her sweaty forehead and curling at the curve of her neck.

      "I'm dying," she moaned. "Literally dying. He's trying to kill me. Help. Mercy, I beg of you!"

      Galira stifled a laugh.

      The dramatics made it fun for her, at least.

      Jamie, for all of her talents, liked to whine just enough for a bit of sympathy. Ghasper, in all of his wisdom, saw no problem with that and rarely paid her any mind when she complained. He just continued on with whatever he'd intended in the first place, after poking at her a few times to be sure that she was alright.

      And possibly to be sure that she was still alive because her theatrics knew no bounds and he liked to push things just far enough.

      Her laugh threatened to escape against her better judgment, so Galira gave in and reached over to pat at Jamie's sweat-dampened head. It was hard not to want to mother her, just a little bit. Jamie was the youngest among them now and it showed. She really was doing so much better these days than when Ghasper had first brought her in.

      "Ghasper, are you trying to teach her or torture her?"

      "Same thing. No difference," Jamie wheezed, pathetically. She burrowed further into her arms. "Why is it so hard to run laps up here? Is the air thinner? Is the ground harder? What am I missing? I'm missing something and no one is telling me what it is. Ow. I think my aches have aches. Is that even possible?"

      Ghasper perked a brow, returning with two tall post-workout smoothies in hand, one a bright shock of pink and the other, a rich orange. Both of them had nutritional boosters—she could tell from the streak of green powder slowly dissolving near the sides.

      He set the pink one down by her left elbow, touching the chilled glass to her skin so she would know it was there.

      "Ghasper!" she half-whined, jerking away from it on instinct. But, she rolled her head to the side to get a good look at it. Her shoulders relaxed, tension draining away.

      "I am teaching her to build her stamina," Ghasper said, mildly. "That is usually the best place to start."

      He took a seat on Jamie's other side and settled in to drink his own smoothie with quiet elegance.

      Everything he did was always quiet, fluid and sometimes, a bit too suave, considering his bloodthirst levels were higher than hers on a good day and realm-shattering on a bad one. It'd surprised all of them, just a little, when he'd turned up with Jamie.

      It’d been so long since any of them had taken on a student of any kind.

      "Building stamina wears her out like this?" Galira gave her a few more consolation pats, before returning her attention to the sticky, cooling bowl of gruel. A quick warming charm made it more palatable at once.

      He sipped on his smoothie, a knowing gleam in his eyes.

      Of course he’d guess what she wanted to ask, before she got around to actually asking it. His silence was as good as permission though.

      "Maybe she needs a break. Something to rest the old bones. Can I borrow her for an assignment?" she asked, nodding towards the glowing document canisters on the table.

      There were several of the thick silver cylinders with glowing ends of green and red, various ridges crisscrossing along the body for easy gripping. Often spelled for security or privacy reasons, they were used to send physical items back and forth across realms and sometimes, even planes of existence.

      It was, also, the preferred method of sending requests to the Jester’s Court.

      "For errands or an assistant?" Ghasper asked, shrewdly.

      "Assistant. I could use an extra pair of eyes and hands on this one." She flicked the document over to him, tempering it with a bit of her personal magic so it would be readable for both of them.

      He skimmed the pages, sipping on his smoothie. "Third request?" His pale eyebrows arched up to his silver hair.

      More requests meant higher urgency and it was rare that a third request ever graced their presence. A second request was usually more than enough to gain their immediate personal attention.

      "Came in last night. Two of them went from green to red," Galira said, quietly. The shift from urgent to emergency wasn't an escalation she'd expected.

      "No wonder you're up so early," Ghasper said. "That's three separate filings? And one from the requestor themselves. That makes four. Rare." He passed the document back, eyeing Jamie's half-dozing form.

      "That's why I'm worried. I think it's best if I head down today. Monitoring it won't give us much more than what I've already got here." She gestured to the semi-organized paperwork. “And believe me, I’ve gone through all of it.”

      Ghasper's mouth twitched, faintly. He nudged Jamie with one elbow. "You need to drink that before you leave," he said.

      One eye opened to squint at him. There was a lazy sort of look in her eyes, followed by a flicker of caution. She was listening, but her attention was clearly split.

      "Do I even get a say in this?" she asked, cracking a yawn.

      "No," he said, amused. "I did tell you that you'd be shared between everyone and you said that was fine. Besides, you've had two weeks to rest between the last bit. That's standard between most assignments, unless we're stretched thin."

      Jamie made a sound in her throat that could've been a growl, but still somehow came out sounding like a whine. She sat up just enough to swipe her smoothie from the table and drink it with a slight sulk.

      Galira tried and failed to keep from finding it adorable. The young ones were always the most fun, especially as they learned their way around a decent sense of justice and collecting the one-of-a-kind of experience that came with being within the Jesters Court.

      Jamie was—alright. For now. Galira would keep a close eye on her, if only to make sure that Ghasper was meeting her needs properly. It'd been a while since any of them had taken on an apprentice and every Jester was eager for the chance to teach and spoil her in turn.

      Still, it was best to let her have some kind of comfort and warmth in the safety of the Jester’s shared living spaces.

      Because the moment they stepped out, things would shift.

      Galira folded the papers back, spelling them into the original canister she'd taken them from. It glowed a faint white-gold, proof that it'd been opened and examined. Her magical signature wrapped around the cracked seal, proof that she'd accepted the assignment.

      The vague inkling of unease that had teased her for most of the morning, settled more deliberately into her Earthen element. Enough to prickle at her skin and make her take notice.

      "Ghasper?"

      He grunted.

      "Open channels, at all times, please?"

      He perked a brow, surprised, but kept on drinking the smoothie. Most of them kept open conversational channels throughout their entire existence as a Gheyo Jester, while others preferred it only during assignments. He kept his own open at all times, but she muted hers when off assignment.

      Unless asked.

      Like she was asking now.

      "...of course."

      "Thanks."

      His brow furrowed neatly.

      Silence covered the small dining space, until Jamie had slurped the last of her shockingly pink smoothie. Heaving a great sigh, she sat up perfectly straight and respectable in her seat, the model student at a moment’s notice.

      "...do I have to pack?" she asked, carefully.

      Galira mirrored the look on Ghasper's face. "Yes," she said, belatedly realizing the reason behind the question. This would be Jamie’s first official assignment. Specifics would be necessary. "Two sets of dress armor, enough basics for a week. Two sets of something that is dark and will make you virtually invisible. One set of fancy stuff, whatever you call fancy, that is shinier than your dress armor."

      Jamie nodded, quickly. "Ten minutes," she said, rolling up to her feet. "I think I have everything that fits that. Do I need anything else? Standard blade alright?"

      "Standard is fine. You shouldn't need anything more than that. Check the supply closet for some small, single-use emergency med-kits. Pack at least a dozen," Galira said, darkly. "I'd rather need them and have them, than not."

      "Right. Should I meet you in the transportation room?"

      Galira stirred her gruel, slowly, already mentally calculating what could be done in ten minutes. "Sure. That's fine."

      She disappeared around the corner of the dividing wall, but Ghasper didn't speak until he heard the bedroom door click shut. Magic flared at the corners, proof of Jamie frantically spell-summoning her belongings to herself.

      "She will surprise you," he said, mildly. "Be prepared for it."

      "I'm already surprised," Galira said. "Considering that she's actually made it all the way here to our council. That says a lot."

      "About me, not her," Ghasper said. “Be prepared. She might ask questions or she might try to figure it out on her own and get all confused.”

      Galira acknowledged as much with a nod. She would have to make an effort, but it’d probably be worth it. At the very least, she needed to return Jamie in one piece, if she wanted to borrow her again.

      He sipped on the dregs of his smoothie and rose from the table with the quiet sort of grace she'd always expected from him.

      "Be careful," he said, eying her. "My channel will always be open and receptive, but I expect you to call, if you need back-up. Don't make some off-comment and expect me to interpret it as a distress signal."

      "Have I ever done that to you?"

      "Galira," he said, sternly.

      She grinned, showing a hint of fang and didn't answer. She'd never needed back-up before and he damn well knew it.
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      Jamie swapped her Flexi-suit out for a fresh one, relishing the clean, crisp rasp of the sturdy fabric mix against her exercise-warmed skin. Her sweaty feet were glad to be freed from their jelly-sock-and-boot combo, as she spelled her hair down—clean—and then back up and out of the way.

      Usually, if she had time for the luxury of a shower, she'd indulge.

      But the disquiet in Ghasper's manner that morning and Galira's somber expression at the breakfast table had pinged her instincts in a distinctly uncomfortable way.

      Something was wrong and she was already certain that she wasn't going to like it at all. It didn't help that this would be her first official assignment with the Jester’s Court and one without Ghasper. She’d grown accustomed to him in the two weeks they’d been training together.

      Galira was still—new.

      New to her, anyway.

      Jamie dug out her travel gear from the bottom of the square closet in her new bedroom. It was a fairly large room compared to what she'd had in the Gheyo Training arena. There was room for plenty of armor, personal trinkets and even furniture.

      From the comfortable, big-enough-to-sleep-in-halfling-form bed, to the open floor with padded squares in the center for meditation and physical exercise, to the various hooks and nooks along the wall where she could stash any manner of weaponry—it was perfect.

      Not to mention Ghasper had warded the entire thing personally and then explained the house rules for the open door policy. Unless she wanted the privacy, doors stayed open, mostly so everyone knew who was home—and up for random brainstorming sessions, training spars and plus-ones to all sorts of meetings and observatory classes.

      It was a quiet, but tightly-knit group of dragels that had effectively adopted her without any room for doubt, blending her right into their lives without a single hitch.

      And Jamie adored it.

      To be so welcomed and gently mentored with patience and the occasional twist of weird humor, settled a lot of her restlessness and smoothed the rough edges of her jagged heart.

      Galira was one of the female Gheyo Jesters who had instantly taken to her and Jamie had given into the subtle mothering with only a hint of bafflement. Ghasper fussed over her in his typical way, in between of his hellish training regimens that were sadly beginning to show the kind of results that she'd never achieved on her own.

      He really was a good teacher and he had a knack for pushing her just far enough and no further, allowing her the space to figure things out on her own and then to make the necessary changes.

      The last training sessions had set her mind whirling. Despite her complaints, it really was improving her stamina. She was itching to test out some of the newest techniques he'd started her on and Galira's new assignment seemed like the perfect playground.

      Sort of.

      She was halfway through putting her personal gear together, when the reality of the assignment crashed down around her shoulders with the weight of past experience. After all, she'd met Ghasper as a last resort—for Priya Dastalian, her friend and former crush.

      Priya, a Gheyo Submissive with a deeply hidden vicious streak, had gotten tangled up in the kind of Gheyo politics that turned sour very, very, quickly. Between the backstabbing, hazing and assassinations, nothing had gone right for either of them.

      To be so helpless and trapped in the midst of all the lying, deceit and double-crossing, had really messed with her head. Priya wasn't even there to balance it all out and if it wasn't for Ghasper stepping in, things might've turned out far worse than Jamie had ever expected.

      In the end, there'd been some relief, some apologies and pain of all kinds, quite possibly on both sides. Priya, despite everything, remained a singularly private individual and Jamie, having known her for as long as she had, still couldn't find the heart to press and push where it wasn't wanted.

      A soft pang of regret over what could no longer be, curled into a spot just above her heart. It thrummed with the ache of a memory slowly fading into an acceptable thing that wouldn't hurt every time she breathed.

      That was good, and maybe, perhaps, one day, they could meet again with less obstacles between them. Less of the drama, the anxiousness and the pressure. That would be nice.

      Jamie summoned her unfolded laundry to the large bed and cast the folding and stacking charms that would enable them to fit into her travel pack. It was best not to think too deeply about Priya.

      No matter what they'd last said to each other, Priya was still—a friend. She'd been a friend first and she'd probably always stay a friend. Jamie had cared too much for her to ever be any kind of enemy.

      She didn't have to agree with all of Priya's choices or decisions, but she did have to remember that it wasn't her fault for how anything had turned out. Ghasper had drilled that into her as well, insisting that she learn to only take responsibility for herself—and not others.

      Priya wasn't her responsibility, but Jamie wished she had been.

      A knock on her door announced Galira, hovering in the doorway, her face wearing the standard expression of I'm-worried-and-trying-not-to-show-it-so-you-don't-worry. She was also dressed in a sharp Flexi-suit of deep brown with hints of gold and burgundy flame motifs at the wrists and waist.

      Form-fitting to her sturdy, petite frame, the colors suited her quite well, a heavy nod to her Earthen element. Golden accents on her utility belt rounded off the look, along with the golden buckles and buttons with their charmed-to-lay-flat fastenings half-melded into the Flexi-suit itself.

      Galira's dark brows furrowed a bit. "Need help?"

      "Almost done," Jamie said, quickly. Ten minutes had passed faster than she’d expected. She focused enough of her energy to encourage her clothes and gear to finish packing themselves in half the time. Her magic automatically leapt to make it work. "Something happen?"

      Galira pursed her lips, the furrow in her brow deepening. Before she could answer, a shout from the living room drew her attention away from Jamie and back to where she'd left Ghasper.

      "That is not what I said, you oversized flamethrower!" she said, sharply. "Ghasper, I swear, if you don't tell him to-"

      Jamie winced.

      Embryse, the Fire elemental and Gheyo Jester of their group, had an unfortunate habit of riling up certain elemental opposites within the Jesters Court at the worst possible times, often with little to no remorse.

      From the sound of Galira's muttering, he'd hit a nerve.

      Again.

      The light slap of energy on her hands made her jolt. Her travel pack was ready and she stored it quickly as a charm pressed to the buckle on her own plain black Flexi-Suit. Not quite as form-fitting or fancy as Galira's, but it did the job of keeping her protected and guarded against life-threatening spellwork and poison attempts.

      She spelled her feet into a fresh pair of socks and boots, before testing that everything was settled and fitted the way it needed to be. When everything felt right, she headed for the door and trotted out into the living room.

      Galira and Embryse were scowling at each other, standing much too close for a friendly chat, while Ghasper elbowed his way between them, his tone patient, but firm.

      "We don't know any of that," he said, calmly. "So we're not going to act on it. Embryse, I expect you to be able to handle this without your emotions getting in the way. This is not the time to be emotional. Galira accepted this assignment after you rejected it twice and it's her right to respond or reject, especially after it went to you and defaulted. You know that's why we have that system in place. You have enough to worry about in your own lane right now. Leave it alone."

      "I told you hours ago that I was responding," Galira said, tightly. "And you had time to challenge the acceptance. That's on you, not me. Jamie!"

      "Here, I'm here!" Jamie said, scuttling over to her side, head dipping in a quick, respectful nod to Embryse, out of sheer reflex.

      Training spars had given her a healthy appreciation for the Jesters' power levels and vast experience. She would be respectful, even if it killed her.

      Well, it probably would kill her if she wasn't, but that would make Ghasper upset. So. Manners. She could do manners. Her polite smile slipped onto her face.

      He grunted at her, long, dark hair sizzling and flickering in a swathe of flame down his back. He was taller than all of them there, more than a head-and-shoulders taller than Jamie, but his eyes were a piercing blood-hazed red, instead of the usual warm orange she'd come to associate with him.

      "Consider your response noted," Embryse said, darkly. "And when you change your mind, don't forget that I told you so. You knew I had things to take care of. I can't attend to every single urgent request that comes through."

      "No, but you get to pick. We all get to pick. And then we do what we can to cover the gaps," Galira said, sharply. "You chose! So did I. Get over it."

      His glower smoldered some more. "I can't believe you're siding with her, Ghasper! I should be the one taking this on and-"

      "No. I'm siding on behalf of an anguished young Gheyo that desperately needs our help," Ghasper said, sternly. "And you both know better than to let your tempers work you up like this. If we could spare the time, I'd referee a spar or two, just so you'd get it out of your systems. Now is not the time to be squabbling amongst ourselves."

      Embryse perked up, his hair flickering.

      "There's no time," Galira said, irritated. She gave a jerk of her head to the doorway. "Transportation room," she said to Jamie. "I'll be right behind you."

      Jamie looked to Ghasper and at his tiny nod, she offered a shallow bow and hurried out. From the rising scent of smoke and the slight crackle of Galira's tightly constrained energy, she had a feeling there'd be time for a very quick spar—regardless of whether either party agreed on it or not.
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            IT STARTS OUT NUMB - GALIRA

          

        

      

    

    
      Galira suppressed a shiver as the transportation spell deposited them on the receiving platform outside the main entrance of the Gheyo Training area. The numbness in her left arm had yet to dissipate from the single-strike draw in their living room, mediated, of course, by Ghasper.

      It was hard not to hate the moment, as she could do without the sharp spike of pain radiating up her elbow to her shoulder in a distinctly uncomfortable reminder. Her natural healing would take some time to reach it, so it wasn't serious enough to resort to alternative measures.

      But on the other claw, she'd also managed to knock Embryse clear across the room and that had settled a certain discomfort in her gut about taking on the case for a Fire Gheyo. There wasn't always Elemental overlap, but occasionally, it happened.

      Usually when they were stretched thin.

      Sometimes, the infuriating man just wore on the wrong nerve. She had a significant amount of respect for him—as they all did within their court—but the current assignment was nothing good.

      Especially considering the third independent request linked to it.

      If three individuals had considered a certain Gheyo to be so gravely endangered that they'd all reached out to the court independently of one another, that spoke volumes for the situation.

      And the Gheyo in question.

      Jamie stumbled, reaching out to grab her shoulder to steady herself, before she snatched her hand back, flushing a soft pink. "Sorry. My legs just-"

      "It's the shift from our space to Nevarah's natural gravity," Galira said, easily. She caught Jamie's arm with her right hand, giving her a moment to find her sense of balance. A slight jolt of her Earthen element was transferred over to ease the shift between spaces. "Better?"

      "...yeah. Sorry." The pink flush deepened. "I didn't realize it was such a big gap."

      "It might take a few hours to properly acclimate, but you'll fine. Since you're a Nevarean native, it's not something that will cause you too much trouble. Future visits will eventually be easier with time."

      Jamie cast her a grateful look. "Good to know."

      "Of course. Come on, we'll check in and find our room," Galira said, briskly. "And then straight to the healer's ward to see about our assignment. Do you need anything between now and then? Consider that in context of a couple of hours, possibly longer."

      "No, ma'am. I'm good."

      "Galira. My name is Galira. Use it, please for the love of all that is good underneath this barren sky. I'd have no idea you're actually speaking to me, if you don't. I'm not Ghasper—though knowing him, I'm fairly certain he's told you that before too. If I ask you to do so, it’s not a sign of disrespect, got it? I’m not going to jump on you if you forget, but it’ll be easier to remember you’re trying to get my attention."

      Jamie made a sound in her throat and then nodded, miserably.

      She fell into step beside Galira without delay, matching her stride easily. Her eyes, sharp and intelligent, swept over the thronging crowd of loud Gheyos on their way in or out of the training area.

      They were happily chattering amongst themselves, most of them freshly washed and dressed—on their way out from the training section to the leisure areas, now that training and practice spars were done for the day.

      Others trudged in from different elemental training grounds, looking quite worse for the wear, covered in sweat, grime and various fluids. A light, open atmosphere hung overhead, as if everything was well and nothing could possibly be wrong.

      A faint, soothing scent curled through the air, a custom-blend used to promote calmness and lessen instinctive aggression.

      Over the carved arch of the stone entrance, the glowing scoreboard of current sparring arenas flashed with updates. Specialty arenas had different rules and most of the top wins were held by current Blood Titles and famous names in residence, open to duels.

      Other arenas had different requirements and the names and rankings changed on an hourly or quarterly basis, depending on the type of ranking duel.

      She scanned the names, noting that none of them were quite familiar based on the last time she'd dropped in Nevarah for a visit.

      The ever-changing hierarchy was certainly something to behold and spoke well of the up-and-coming Gheyos honing their skills to perfection.

      If she hadn’t read the document canister again before reaching the transportation room, she’d almost think she was on the wrong training floor. It was just so clean, clear and cheerful, almost.

      That was rare enough for anything in the deeper levels of the Gheyo Pits. It usually meant good management and happy Gheyos in attendance.

      Galira bit back a grimace. The unhappy tingle of unease was back and growing a little stronger. She couldn’t put her claw on it yet, but it was enough to ruffle her scales. Something was off, despite how happy the floor seemed and she didn’t want to know how bad it was going to be.

      It didn't take long to check-in with the customary instructions to the Gheyo behind the reception desk to refuse all duels and sparring requests, unless otherwise directed. She collected the small news packet gifted to them and led the way down to the long tunnel that would lead to the central hub of the training floor.

      Hewn-stone walls in every shade of grey were lit up by flickers of blue, green and purple energy. Various floating light orbs and occasional crackles of Storm elemental energy cast a brighter glow around the tunnel.

      Interesting. Most Storm elementals didn’t care for the necessary regulations and requirements to run a training floor. It was almost too restrictive to them.

      Whoever was in charge of the training floor must be fairly impressive.

      Jamie shuffled a little closer to her, gaze turning wary as she took in her surroundings with the air of someone who wanted to make sure nothing surprised them. The tension was so obvious, it was almost painful to recognize.

      "First time back?" Galira asked, expanding her aura just a bit to get some extra personal space for both of them. It worked, pushing a bit more space into the bustling stream of Gheyos. "I would've thought Ghasper would bring you back to see a spar or two."

      "He said I needed to work on my defenses, so we've just been training in and out of the arena," Jamie said, grimacing. "He's not wrong, because it has helped, but right now I want to crawl out of my skin and hide in a shell."

      Galira arched a brow.

      The grimace grew deeper. "Is that a thing though? A—you know—that kind of thing? Refusing all duels or whatever? Ghasper didn't take any when he was here either."

      "We're not here to have fun," Galira said, quietly. "So yes, we can't accept. Refusing in person is acceptable and usually is polite, but it's best to simply announce that we're not interested from the start. It saves a lot of hurt feelings and confusion. Usually, if we take something on, we’re aiming to make a point and not a nice one."

      "...that doesn't apply to me though, does it?" Jamie's mouth twisted at the corners into a hint of an unhappy frown. "Do I have to accept anything?"

      "Absolutely not. I marked you as under my protection, so that refusal should transfer over. If you receive a request, I'll decline it on your behalf. You are not to do anything extraneous on this assignment. I don't want you burning out and I don't want to explain to Ghasper why you did."

      "...that doesn't exclude you though, does it?" Jamie had to ask, a hint of amusement showing in her eyes. "I'm going to be whipped into shape no matter where I am."

      Galira nearly smiled. "Correct! It definitely doesn't exempt you from any and all training practices I'll include especially for you. Ghasper would have my neck if I let your training slip."

      A quiet groan came from Jamie's corner, but it was more theatrical than anything else. "I should've just let it be a surprise. I have a feeling I am going to regret asking," she said, wearily.

      Galira merely smiled. There was nothing helpful she could add to that, because she'd trained under the same Gheyo as Ghasper.

      And they'd both turned out fine, in the end.

      Mostly, anyway.
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        * * *

      

      Their assigned room was a single apartment with the barest minimum of useable space. If she hadn't expected it, the size would've been a shock. A square bed was tucked into one corner, a low, five-drawer dresser took up the wall across from it, with hooks on the wall for gear and unusual weaponry.

      And that was it.

      She tossed her travel pack to the floor on the right side of the white-paneled dresser and immediately set to warding the room. Earth runes were quickly traced out with a bloody finger, the Blood Magic activating in tandem with her Earth element and Jester rank to ensure that their temporary living space would be as secure as possible.

      Jamie mimicked her actions, setting her travel pack down on the other side of the dresser and dropping onto the bed to check it with a light bounce.

      "Wow. They couldn't even spring for two rooms?" She gave another bounce, a tiny smile tugging at the corners of her mouth. "I mean, even the trainee section has more space than this. I'm amazed we can both fit."

      "We won't be here much at all," Galira said, shrugging. "It's nothing to miss and not a problem for me, unless it's a problem for you."

      Jamie blinked, her face flushing a soft pink as she tucked her hands under her thighs. "Absolutely not a problem. They just—Ghasper had a super small room when he was here too, but he also had a sofa and a kitchen suite."

      "We tend to ask for the rooms that are most out of the way," Galira said, by way of explanation. She ducked into the small refresher to wash her face and check that everything was warded—and working—before popping out into the studio room again.

      That was much better.

      While the comfort of being in the Jesters' home central was not there, it was easier to move in her own skin, now that she'd managed a quick grounding ritual through the equally quick freshening ritual.

      Her attention was drawn to Jamie who hadn't so much as moved since she'd ducked into the refresher. It was almost comical now, to see her. Galira's mouth quirked up on the side in a soft smile.

      Jamie was sprawled out on the bed, her feet flat on the floor, arms extended on either side as she gazed up at the ceiling. "Can you tell me about the assignment or should I just try to read your mind?" she asked, absently.

      "Mind reading's fine," Galira said, dryly. "There might be commentary though. I can't promise that we'll be able to speak about any of it in person." She held her serious expression until Jamie's look turned skeptical. "That was a joke, trainee. Come on. Up. Let's get going."

      "Not even a hint?" Jamie wiggled around on the bed for a moment, before awkwardly heaving herself upright. She rubbed at her neck and stretching up on her tip-toes, before settling into a full-body stretch complete with cracks and pops.

      Galira perked a brow.

      "...sorry. I just—it's a nice bed."

      "Right." Galira held a hand out to her. "Need to stretch?"

      "It's fine—I—alright, fine." Jamie flushed a little darker, but obediently allowed herself to sink into the standard stretching regimen for Gheyo ACE.

      She did all the correct arm and leg movements, then folded herself into different shapes as muscles relaxed and tightened accordingly. A few audible groans accompanied more cracks and pops that echoed oddly in the room.

      "Thank you," she said, gratefully. "I usually have to have two stretching sessions after Ghasper's morning laps. I thought I was getting better."

      "It takes time."

      Jamie grunted in acknowledgement, folding herself sideways into another long stretch with a tiny groan of satisfaction.

      "His name is Juan," Galira said, quietly, helping her hold the stretch. "And he's currently in the burn ward after surviving an attempt on his life. We'll be going to see him first."

      Jamie froze. The expression on her face turned a bit grey, but she pressed her lips together, managing to keep her initial reaction trapped inside.

      Interesting, Galira noted. She'd have to make sure Jamie didn't keep too much emotion and expression trapped inside of her. That would eat away at her soul from the inside out, rendering her nothing more than a mindless husk with no ability to think or ascertain for herself.

      Emotional regulation and expression was healthy, something that Ghasper did not always manage to instill in his students, much to his frustration. It was yet another reason why trainees and students were shared among the Jesters.

      Better for all of them and infinitely more beneficial to the ones being trained.

      "I'm done," Jamie said, quickly. Her left side seemed a bit stiff as she tried to untangle herself from the stretch.

      Galira didn't let her. "He is currently on watch with a trusted bodyguard, but the sooner we can see him, the better it will be." She pressed firmly on Jamie's shoulders to help with the stretch, ignoring the whine it prompted.

      "Is—is he alright?"

      "That depends. One never really knows," Galira said, mildly. "Physically, he will recover from what the report said a few hours ago. Beyond that? Well. As I'm sure you're aware, one does not invoke our courts unless there is a grave injustice to be righted. Only he will be able to navigate his future."
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      Jamie trailed along behind Galira on the trek to Juan's patient room in the burn section of the healer's ward with a fervent wish to make herself as small as possible. The heaviness of the atmosphere weighed on her to the point of distraction.

      It didn't help at all that Galira had grown quiet and solemn on the walk over, her eyes an unsettled shade of brown without a hint of the expected gold anywhere at all. Between the bright, whitewashed walls from before and the faint, antiseptic scent underneath the calming one from the overhead air filters, her nerves were slowly twisting up into an uncomfortable bundle.

      She hadn't quite managed to distance herself from the memory of the last time she'd entered the healer's ward. Rushing along at Tiger's side only to crash into Priya's patient room to see the battered, broken body on the bed.

      That memory would haunt her for a century, at least.

      Even though she knew Priya was alive, healthy and Bonded, her memory refused to combine the reality with her vivid memory.

      And it stuck, like a claw snapped off in a week-old wound, festering and burning, yet never working itself free.

      Her lip curled.

      Galira's short summary of their assignment hadn't given her much to work with at all. She had no good memories, really, of her interaction with the former admin of the training section where she’d put in her hours under the management of one sadistic Kascade Brynne.

      The thought of there being another one like her, somewhere, in the current Fire section, was horrifying. Upper ranks were supposed to be better than that. Dedicated, responsible and honest.

      It wasn't supposed to end in pain, blood and death.

      Jamie's steps slowed as she trailed behind Galira, the walls of the healing ward fading into the background. She couldn't recall having come to that section before, but usually, she kept to the other sides of the elemental divide.

      Priya's sides.

      For Juan, there were two Gheyos stationed outside of his patient room, Fire elementals, from the way their hair simmered around their shoulders and the fire elemental crest of the current ruling Clan Chief emblazoned on their Flexi-suits.

      Siblings or cousins, from the near familiar slopes and planes of their tanned faces.

      Jamie offered a belated nod of greeting, sticking even closer behind Galira who merely flashed her Jester token and entered the room, her eyes darkening even further as she took in the absolute chaos taking place in front of them.

      For all that the room was part of the burn ward, it seemed like the only reason it wasn't on fire was sheer dumb luck.

      It took Jamie several seconds to understand what she was seeing and why.

      Three Medics and two healers attempted to catch—and possibly restrain—a small, bandaged red dragon clinging to the shredded trappings of a patient bed and screeching in pure terror.

      Loud, frantic, squalling cries of utter despair and horror, as if nothing good could come from being caught by the very ones trying to offer help.

      Her hands snapped up to her ears, casting a hasty muffling charm to dampen the awful shrieking, followed by another spell for extra fireproofing.

      The dragon, she noted, was bleeding through the thick white bandages wrapped around its wounded middle and blackened, curling scales could be seen on every exposed inch of glistening red dragon.

      Oh.

      Galira hadn't meant it lightly. Those were severe burns, if only known by the blackened scales and curling edges.

      Her stomach roiled.

      Jamie couldn't look away from the chaotic sight. Orange-ringed eyes were wide and black, twin curled horns from the forehead, strangely crooked in their majesty, while long, flat clawed feet dug straight through the bedding and right to the bedframe.

      The three Medics attempted to chain-cast protective spellwork together, but their attempts went nowhere, bouncing off of the reinforced scaled skin of the red dragon—surely it was Juan?—splattering against the wall to the point of creating cracks and spirals.

      The two healers were singed and exasperated, one of them in full flame, while the other was heavily scaled and golden-eyed, likely an Earth elemental. They turned as one, spotting Galira at once.

      Galira, who merely perked a brow and side-stepped before gesturing for Jamie to open the door again, and keep it open. She frowned at the three Medics and pointed them to the now door, ignoring the squawks of outrage.

      "Out! All of you," she said, sternly. "Now!"

      Healers and Medics fumbled alike, before the Medics bolted for the door and the healers glowered at both of them.

      "You can't be in here," the Fire healer said, irritably. "There's a guard on this door for a reason and I wasn't told that-" He cast a hasty shield that stopped a bolt of flame from setting his eyebrows on fire.

      Jamie was almost impressed. That was good precision casting.

      It also wouldn't do him any good.

      Galira had been prickly even before they'd started down to the burn ward. She was certainly not about to listen to anyone now, least of all a Healer.

      "Stop that!" the Healer said, sharply. His irritation was squarely directed to the squalling dragon. "We are trying to help you. The more you keep moving around like that, the more you'll aggravate your wounds and they won't heal properly!"

      The red dragon screeched at them again, struggling to try and lift small, heavily scarred wings.

      A binding spell zinged past, trapping the dragon's wing's against its stomach and summarily tying it down to the patient bed. Three more spells followed in quick succession, a sticking charm, a weighted charm and a calming charm.

      All with perfect, exacting precision.

      Wow! Jamie shot an admiring look at Galira, only for it to be entirely ignored.

      Galira perked a brow in silent challenge, her attention focused on the healer. She tipped her head towards the door. “I won’t ask again.”

      The Fire healer shot her a dirty look. His flames shifted from bright orange-gold to a slightly more sinister red. A wave of heat radiated outward from him, drawing a scowl from the Earth healer, who held a hand up to her nose.

      "Rindan, don't do that!" she said, exasperated. "You can't overpower him and your flames will only end up causing the kinds of problems that-"

      "You're not the Senior Healer," Rindan snapped, glowering at her. "And you're also not doing much to help at all. Why can't you just stand aside and stop interrupting where you're not-"

      He stopped when Galira merely flipped her token at him without so much as an explanation. It was aimed for his face and he snatched it out of the air, before it could connection. Fiery eyes stared at the token, Galira, then back at the token, before his fellow healer plucked it from his grasp.

      "Oh sweet mother of Ergen," she muttered, turning pale from crown to claw. "Lystra Balyk. Please excuse us, Jester. No disrespect was meant. This isn’t what it looks like. We are only trying to sedate him for easier treatment—well, I suppose you already know why you are here."

      Galira didn't spare her a glance nor an answer.

      Instead, her gaze zeroed in on Juan thrashing on the bed, his struggles slowing and growing unsteady as the calming and binding charms took full effect. She rolled her shoulders back as if trying to force herself to calm down as well.

      She waved a hand at Jamie, authoritatively, even as her eyes darkened to a deep brown, dangerously close to the blackened feral edge that hinted at trouble.

      "Make sure they leave," she said, matter-of-factly. "Quickly, if you don't mind? It'd be better to get this started today. Stand guard by the door when you're through. Relieve the Gheyos there."

      Galira held up one hand and her ID token flew to her open palm from Lystra's surprised claws. It was pocketed without delay and her aura began to leak into the room, bringing a sharp weight of displeasure along with it.

      Jamie pasted a smile on her face. She would much rather be out in the hallway, if Galira was going to get all serious like that while they were still in the room. So, she gestured to the still-open door.

      "Right this way," she said, as politely as she could manage. Galira’s silent anger was unexpected, but largely because it felt as if she were missing something. Her stomach churned in unease. "Stay in the hallway, please? In the event that we require your assistance at some point in the next-"

      "Is there a Blood Title on hand?" Galira asked, abruptly. She turned furious dark eyes to the Healers awkwardly frozen at the doorway. "For this floor. Who does it fall under? Whoever it is, send them on over. Now. You do not just throw calming and binding spells at someone obviously having a negative reaction to waking up inside a burn ward and expect it to magically fix everything."

      Rindan bristled. "That is not what we are doing-!"

      "Please excuse us, Jester," Lystra said, quickly, with an almost frantic edge. "It was not our intention to do harm! He has been distressed from the moment they brought him in and we’ve been trying out best to-"

      "I answer to Galira," she said, stiffly. "And you're excused. I do not want to hear more about what you’ve tried to do. Anyone can try, but results are from action taken. Do not make me repeat myself. A Blood Title—now. Preferably one that is active and not a retiree. Better yet, one that can match his element."

      Lystra offered a deep bow and scurried out the door, pausing only long enough to reach back and drag Rindan along with her. From the force of his protests, it was clear that her considerable strength was the main force behind moving him into the hallway and away, out of sight.

      Jamie shut the door behind them, wondering if she should be standing guard outside the room—or inside. It was on the tip of her tongue to ask, when Galira shot her a look so sharp, it could've cut.

      She winced.

      Right.

      Outside the room then.

      Warmth crept up her neck and she slipped out through the door, warding it behind her, even as her stomach gave another unhappy rumble. Maybe she shouldn’t have finished the smoothie in such a hurry.
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      Waking up in the hospital ward was not a rare occurrence for Juan, but considering the last thing he remembered was pain and flames, he had nothing to ground him before the panic set in with a vengeance.

      All he could remember was the awful smoke, the lights, and the haze of magic that made his body feel so heavy and trapped as the inevitable end rushed to greet him. To find that he was now stuck to cold, sweat-dampened sheets and caught in the aftermath of a serious calming spell was only another layer of nightmare plastered atop the first.

      The taste of blood-spiked medicine sat thickly on his tongue, fueling the panic even more. He knew the last thing he'd eaten and it most definitely wasn't the taste that curdled in his throat.

      They'd fed him something.

      They'd fed him some kind of medicine and he wasn't even strong enough to fight the effects of it.

      His flames flickered weakly. Everything about him was weak and small in his current state. He was no longer the fierce Gheyo that he'd worked so desperately to become. Instead, he was a panting, bleeding mess tied to a bed.

      And he was going to die. They’d tried to kill him and failed, now they were at it again. Oh, he never should’ve gone searching for what was so well hidden!

      "It is not quite that bad," a calm voice said.

      Juan twisted around to glare at at the unfortunate healer assigned to him, only to find deep brown eyes fixed on him with a steady, unwavering stare.

      An Earth elemental. Huh. That was unexpected.

      He blinked, fighting the urge to twist and run. Something about that steady, damning gaze, made him want to run away as far as he could and hide, until those piercing eyes couldn't find him anymore.

      Couldn't stare straight into his soul and make him feel things.

      His mouth went dry.

      Her piercing eyes were set into a rather lovely face, though her features seemed quite sharp and unyielding. The Flexi-suit was a bit bland, but it clung to her body showing off the kind of sturdy muscle mass that suggested she was at least a Gheyo King, if not a Gheyo ACE.

      Only upper ranks ever showed that much bulk when they were training for a specific purpose. That meant there had to be a reason for her to be watching him.

      Hopefully, she hadn’t been sent to kill him. He was in no condition to fight someone who looked like she juggled armor in her spare time with one arm behind her back.

      Juan shifted restlessly—or as much as he could manage underneath the charms keeping him plastered to the bed.

      "My name is Galira," she said, setting something small and round on the ripped mass of blankets and bedsheets underneath his paws.

      An ID token, it seemed.

      His heart stuttered out a handful of fluttering beats when he caught sight of it. There were only a handful of individuals that could have that particular token. The meaning behind it—and the rank—was impossible to ignore.

      He stared back at her, helpless.

      So.

      Not a King or an ACE at all, but a Jester. An actual Gheyo Jester. He'd never expected that something so incredible could happen to him. Many Gheyos went through their entire lives without ever catching a glimpse of one.

      Fewer still could boast of having caught the attention of one. To have a Jester’s attention and focus was rarely a good thing. It meant some significant wrong was done and they’d come to set it right.

      A shiver ran through him. Oh, he wasn’t going to like this at all.

      "I'm glad you recognize it. Explanations are not exactly my forte. But it seems that you have some very special people concerned about your wellbeing," she said, drawing up a stool to sit beside his bed. "May I repair that?"

      She waited until he gave a jerky nod. Her magic flowed over him like a steady golden blanket of warmth, comfort and home. The sheets and blankets knitted themselves back together, reworking on the original shapes and positions without delay.

      Moments later, he sat on a pristine and clearly made bed, now comfortably warm and minus all of the blood, sweat and other fluids that had collected on his dragon-self. His scales even felt warm and clean, instead of stiff and brittle.

      "I cannot do anything about the charms," she said, slowly. "As they were layered over each other and they do not appear to be causing you any grave physical harm, but if you wish for me to lift them, I can. I would suggest leaving them on until they wear off on their own."

      Juan quivered. He would not deny that the calming charm had helped, because it did help him to feel more in control, but the others seemed wholly unnecessary. Not to mention, he still couldn't pick up the ID token to look at it with his own two hands.

      Paws. His own two—four—paws.

      He'd fluxed into his indoor form, it seemed. Full-on dragon and pure rage bundled into the same body.

      It was almost too much.

      He could still taste the fury, rage and despair on his tongue as it strained to be free, despite the calming nature of the charms layered over him. From his last memories to the new realizations, the anger lingered.

      So much anger.

      "I take it you can't change back right now, can you?" Galira asked. She settled comfortably into the stool beside his bed, her expression unchanging. Her Flexi-suit looked expensive and brand-new, now that he was looking carefully.

      He fought the urge to scoff.

      Must be nice to have luxury draped over her shoulders every single day, instead of scratching and clawing for the middle ground where he fought so desperately to stay. The lower ranks suffered—but they could usually find a way out. The upper ranks were always busy and it was far too easy to be lost among them. Which left the vicious middle ground for those who couldn't quite wrangle their way up or down the ranks and training requirements.

      Not every Gheyo had ranking potential and most of them were settled into their ranks within a year or so of their dragel inheritance. It didn't help that certain traumatic situations could force them into a Joker rank—and keep them there, forever altered.

      A born Gheyo Joker was a very different creature than a Forced one, after all.

      Juan shifted again, the despair returning. He'd discovered the kind of information that would've gotten a lesser rank killed. It'd been pure luck that he'd survived and he almost didn't want to know how he'd gotten away or who had been the one to find him and bring him over to the healing ward.

      A quiet sigh escaped from Galira. "As much as I'd love to take this slowly and comfortably, so you have plenty of time to adjust, time is not something that is on our side. The more I know, the quicker we can act and the better it will be for you. Please understand that I do not mean to be rushing you or forcing anything. You may request a break or to skip a certain question or topic, at any time. For now. From the healer's report that accompanied your last request, you are very lucky to be alive. Those flames were not an accident."

      Juan huffed, a small puff of smoke escaping.

      He wasn't lucky at all! He didn't have luck. If he had, then Rolando would be fine. He'd be right there with him and none of this would've happened in the first place.

      "Yes, lucky," Galira said, correctly interpreting his huff. "If you hadn't been found when you were, those burns would've killed you. Your scales held up until melting point—which is admirable—but not something you want to find out in such a manner. Were you any other rank, I daresay you'd be dead right now. Very, very dead."

      He huffed again, wishing that he did have the energy to shift back, if only so he could ask a few questions of his own. There wasn't anyone he knew of who would dare to request a Jester's inference on his behalf.

      Certainly there wasn't anything awful that he'd done to earn such a thing as a Jester's scrutiny either.

      On one claw, it could be a kind gesture and on the other, a definite death sentence.

      A Gheyo Jester, after all, played by very different rules. Some of those rules weren't even set in writing, as far as he knew and yet, the Jesters lived by them. Restlessly, he curled his claws in the repaired sheets.

      "May I?" she asked, one hand extending.

      He blinked at her. He had no idea what she was asking and he
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