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

      

      New Realms and new Bonded. Auriel is new to this soulmate stuff, but Saurenth save her, she’s going to try! Sleep is overrated. Jackson has to play nice. He does not want to. There is old magic. There is a lot of fire and stuff. New faces arrive! Friend or Foe? Auriel doesn’t know! Fluff and angst.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            1

          

          
            AURIEL - WALKING AND TALKING AND OTHER NECESSARY CONVERSATIONS

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      Not a single whistling breeze, flare of sunlight or minute shift in the ground underfoot could pry me away from the wonderfulness unfolding around me now. The tentative cocoon of Jackson’s tri-color wings wrapped around both of us, left nothing to the imagination as to whether he was capable of what his magic had promised.

      He was.

      If I hadn’t been sure of it, I was definitely reassured now.

      The realms could be on fire and I wouldn’t care, so as long as Jackson kept his arms locked around my waist and my flames kept on dancing to the song that only the two of us could hear. Not a single tree or flicker of breeze even registered beyond the fact that his hands were large, lightly calloused and very, very warm.

      My own wings, pale peach and silver, like every dragel Submissive, pushed up against his, feather-light in each touch, attempting to gauge his wingspan in comparison to mine. He was so much better like this—wings out, scales on display and that expression of gentle indulgence that promised so many good things.

      I let my hands roam a bit, smoothing over scaled skin and eyeing the shimmering scales of his wings curled around us for privacy. Already, there were a few I could pick out that would satisfy the craving of the expected bonding ritual of exchanging scales and wearing them on a sturdy length of magically spun haircord.

      To exchange scales meant accepting pieces of each other and graduating to a new level of intimacy. Exchanging scales meant wings were out and hands were places that hands wouldn’t normally be in polite company.

      Not to mention haircord was forged from healthy strands of hair from each of the chosen Bonded or Intended, allowing a mixing of magic and more. The stronger the bond, the more powerful the token of mutual affection and care.

      I chirruped, staring hungrily at the point where several of his scales melded from one color to the next. To have a scale with all three colors would be perfect, but not likely considering the way his tri-color wings were banded.

      Still, my dazed brain attempted to find that perfect scale.

      Jackson’s lovely hands continued their soothing circuit rubbing up and down my sides, my back and tugging at the scraps of fabric that hadn’t quite managed to survive my wings exploding through my blouse.

      Oops. I’d have to spell-craft something to wear again. Or maybe Jackson would lend me his shirt. Yeah. That could also be a lovely option.

      It was tempting to try and push away, just to feel the indulgent rumble that vibrated through his entire body, tight grip loosening until I whined and he pulled me closer again.

      Satisfied, I slid my hands up his chest, allowing my fingertips to skim across the tops of his shoulders, still marveling at how he was the perfect height.

      Not that it mattered for a Beta, but I did love the thought of someone so calm and gentle being just tall enough in all the right ways. Especially the way his wings arched overhead, shadows falling just so.

      His flames were soft simmers against the answering pulse of my own Core Flames and I reveled in the almost-kiss of a shared breath, lips close enough to ghost across each other. A tentative, careful exploration that promised more of whatever we ended up doing.

      One thumb rubbed a deliberate circle of warmth against the unscaled skin above my waistband. Another pleased rumble slipped out. I had the vaguest impression he was rather smug about having me so willingly entangled in his arms.

      Well. He wasn’t wrong. He might as well enjoy it, though it was pretty mutual as far as I was concerned. I might be in his arms, but he was most definitely in mine too.

      “What?” I asked, rocking up on tip toe to feel the heated press of his body against mine. His Core Flames were a little milder than mine, but what they lacked in temperature, they made up for in ferocity.

      It was—hot.

      Literally.

      I tapped my fingers along the tops of his shoulders again, wondering just how much I could get away with, given the location, our recent acquaintance and Orusia’s weird wild magic. On Nevarah, the realm would practically provide the most perfect circumstance for an instantaneous bonding or something, whenever it was thoroughly accepted on behalf of all parties involved.

      There was no such protection off-realm though.

      And given the circumstances of my actual connection to said possible soulmates, there was no telling what I’d need to seal the deal here. Expected privacy and a general understanding for instinctive urges seemed like it wouldn’t be an option at all.

      Jackson twitched, his gaze flicking off to the side just for the briefest of seconds. The flames in his hair, danced in time with the slight shift of his mood.

      I tapped his cheek to draw his attention back.

      A small smile stole across his face. He leaned in to nuzzle against my cheek and I could only tip my face up to him, soaking up the tender affection.

      “I don't mean to be rude, but are you alright now?" Ilandria asked, nervously. “I-I hate to interrupt, but we’re really kind of—I’m so sorry, but we need to be going. As soon as possible and—and I really don’t want to—I really don’t mean to overstep, but this is a bit suspect.”

      Her voice, a bit far away, was still closer than I wanted it to be.

      No wonder he’d twitched.

      I bit my tongue and gripped his shoulders tight enough to stifle the immediate urge to claw into something and draw blood. Instinctively, I wanted her far away from him, but rationally, understood that I couldn’t insist on it just yet.

      Jackson, to his credit, merely frowned and tightened his grip on my waist, keeping me steady and close at hand. His flames flared cautiously, brushing up against me, but taking care not to overwhelm.

      He was taking his cues from me—and being, very, very polite.

      I could’ve kissed him some more for it.

      Too soon, our moment was interrupted and it was only because she was asking, that I was able to keep from snapping at her. Common courtesy dictated that a Princess warranted some measure of respect. Or any Royal, really, but she hadn’t been rude or dismissive the entire time I’d known her.

      Awkward, sure, but that was expected. We were literal strangers before crossing paths. It would stand to reason that she was worried about me. Or at least expressing general concern for something she didn’t understand, unfolding right in front of her.

      Right.

      The worry in her tone was a hint that I was drawing out protective urges instead of general concern. She had no idea what had just happened or why Jackson and I were immediately plastered together, but she wanted an explanation—now!

      I wasn’t sure I wanted to explain it properly.

      Second-hand embarrassment aside, Bonding, Courting and all of that with a Dragel Intended—Soulmate or not—was incredibly personal and generally considered to be quite private, due to the intimate nature of it.

      While some dragels didn’t mind an audience, I minded.

      If she stayed around with her bodyguards, I’d probably end up setting someone on fire. Or at least leaving them thoroughly singed by virtue of expressing myself with the hottest flames I could reliably summon to test Jackson’s own flame strength.

      Still, I wanted to spend more time enjoying Jackson and less time having to deal with the headache of explaining my natural biology and pretending not to notice the distrust in her current bodyguards.

      They already didn’t like me much and the mutual dislike would definitely take a hit with this latest development.

      Jackson’s wings lowered when I coaxed them down, brushing along the top of his upper wing with the outer edge of my own. He allowed them to droop, reluctantly, breaking the visual barrier that had granted us a few precious minutes of privacy.

      If we were on Nevarah, I would’ve begged for a daytime flight and a lazy afternoon of sunning on the rocky shores of the Fire Section with its pitch black lavastone and comfortably warm temperatures.

      Maybe we could make a date of it, whenever we got back to Nevarah.

      Yeah. That sounded like a great idea.

      I squeezed his hand, grateful that he’d twined his fingers around mine.

      Ilandria stood off to the side, her hands were lightly clasped in front of her, bright smile wavering just the tiniest bit at the corners. From a distance, she looked perfectly put together.

      Up close, I could see the tell for what it was. She was nervous and trying to deflect, just a little bit, without giving up any of her authority. There was genuine concern in her soft gaze, however, and that was enough for me to consider an actual answer. She seemed worried and I couldn’t think of a quick way to explain that everything was fine. 

      Mostly. Probably. No—definitely more than fine. 

      Perhaps happening a bit more quickly than most were used to, but this was dragel business. This was something I’d grown up hearing, learning and expecting from the moment I was of age for my inheritance to come in. I’d been disappointed that I hadn’t scaled up like most did, at the age of sixteen. It wasn’t exactly unheard of, but it had crushed my hopeful little heart, because the following years hadn’t been kind either. 

      Now that I really looked at her, I guessed we were about the same age. There was no round baby-face to suggest she was like one of my sisters and there was a world-weary look in her eyes that only came from having seen things that most parents would keep children from witnessing—at least, until they were older. 

      “I mean,” Ilandria held my gaze, taking a deliberate step forward out of range of her bodyguards and not yet, quite within striking range. “That looked a bit intense. You are choosing this of your own freewill and not coerced in any way or another? I-I’m afraid I don’t know your customs or habits, but as long as you are—alright?” 

      I found it easier to smile as I sifted through all the possible answers.

      That was very politely phrased and also, a rather kind inquiry into my wellbeing without seeming too personal.

      Charming and rather sweet. Perfectly suited to a princess.

      It was always hard to explain dragel business when it was still so close to the instinct-only phase. There weren't any concrete explanations I could give her that would actually be reassuring without explaining things I didn’t want to say out loud.

      There was no way I could give her the peace of mind she was asking for, but I could at least try to work with her considering everything we’d been through at this point.

      Maybe it was alright to tell her just that. 

      "...it will take a little more than that to make everything alright," I said, at last. “It’s more the start of things fitting into place. I assure you that I am very much in control of myself and I chose this of my own accord. There is a right to refuse, but honestly-“ I glanced back at Jackson, feeling a happy little bubble starting to well up inside of me right beside the flare of pride that he was mine. “Why would I want to refuse that? It’s nothing you have to worry about. This is pretty much normal. Sort of. Every dragel is different and so is every bonding, really. It’s a dragel thing.” 

      Her furrowed brow didn't ease in the slightest, but the tension in her shoulders eased a fraction. Just enough to be noticeable since I was looking for it.

      "Thank you," she said, at last. "I appreciate your honesty."

      There was still a thin veil of worry in the measuring glance she gave Jackson, but the concern for me had shifted into something more neutral. As if on cue, Gage sidled closer to her and lightly tapped her shoulder. His protective stance was clear and he made no attempt to hide that he was shielding her from Jackson.

      I held the smile in place. It was in danger of giving away just how I really felt about having them around for what I wanted to happen next. The forest was thick and vast and there was plenty of room for them to meander on ahead and leave us to it.

      Even more room for them to just hurry along and get lost while Jackson and I got busy.

      Well. Not likely, considering the location and the fact that he would be my first Bonded and that deserved more than dirt, trees and open air. But it was still something that I wouldn’t mind happening.

      Preferably sooner rather than later.

      “If you want to help, just keep watching out for yourselves and not worrying about me. Us. Whatever. We’ll be fine. More than fine. I can definitely promise you that,” I said, as nicely as I could manage.

      The urge to turn back to Jackson and sink my fangs in his neck was growing at an alarming rate and not even the reality of a possible audience was enough of a deterent.

      Ilandria winced, a slight pink dusting her cheeks. “…we’ll be alright,” she said, faintly. “I’m sure you—need your privacy. We should be going. It’s not good to linger in any one place for too long.”  

      The scowl on Pryce’s face could’ve melted the entire forest, if he’d directed it at the trees instead of me. But he wasn’t fussing over Ilandria the way that Gage had.

      "We’d be moving, if we hadn’t stopped for them,” he growled. “Maybe we could continue onward? You know, to safety? Especially since she doesn’t seem to want us around.” 

      “She saved all of us back there,” Gage said, mildly. “You can admit that without losing your mind over it and we were just leaving. Leave it alone and let’s go.” 

      Pryce bristled like an offended high noble, face flushing red, bushy eyebrows flying up as his nostrils flared wide. If he wasn’t a bodyguard, I’d almost expected him to start pitching a fit by stomping his foot.

      It was almost funny.

      “Mind you, we might not have needed saving in the first place, if we hadn’t concerned ourselves with saving her and drawing attention to her-“ Pryce said.

      “Thank you for saving her,” Jackson said, politely. “I am very glad to have her alive and grateful to you for ensuring her continued existence.”

      His calm comment effectively halted any further deliberation on the whole ‘who was worth saving’ debate, but the piercing glow of his eyes added an edge that his fancy words hadn’t included. 

      I shivered out of pure want to be wrapped up in those tanned arms and hidden behind those gorgeous wings. The color of his eyes was a hint to the rising temperature of his flames, despite the fact that they were not on full display and witnessing the calm manner contrasting with his flaring energy was enough to melt me to a puddle of goo.

      Pryce had no idea how lucky he was to be anything but dragel. If he’d been dragel, Jackson would’ve challenged him.

      There was no doubt about that.

      I struggled to keep my face from doing anything funny. The urge to smile and gloat was too close to my instincts and definitely not something I needed to be bragging about to a runaway princess and her two grumpy bodyguards.

      Jackson held out a hand for me to return to his side and I took it, charmed by the fact that he was still smiling that silly, soft smile that looked so adorable on his face. He really was handsome, but in a way that made me softly simmer inside with the knowledge that he was all mine and I was all his.

      Now that I’d gotten used to the slightly heavy aura surrounding him, it was more comforting than asserting. 

      Definitely a Beta.

      There was no mistaking that. I’d have to tease him about such high defenses. He hadn’t even hinted at it, really. Not outright anyway.

      Most Betas were known for being approachable—not for their dominant auras. Jackson’s was misleading in a very obvious way. It was almost as if he was a shield for an Alpha, to draw attention to himself to buy them more time.

      A deceptive illusion—a necessary décor meant to be distracting and disruptive, allowing his Bonded to slip away, unnoticed. Clever and useful, except for I couldn’t figure out who or what he was shielding when he was all alone.

      I couldn’t sense anyone else with him and he hadn’t really had time to talk about anything else. Then again, neither had I. Maybe he had friends somewhere.

      Cute friends, even.

      That was definitely better than me, with everything that had happened since landing on Orusia.

      “She’s a threat!” Pryce growled. “It doesn’t matter which way you look at her, she’s a threat! You can’t be serious about leaving her unmonitored.”

      “She’s a person,” Ilandria said, sternly. “We helped her and that is on us. Do not blame her for things that were out of her control.” 

      “If it were that simple, Princess, I wouldn’t have a problem. Based on what he said-" he pointed to Gage. “She needs that-" he pointed to Jackson. “And a few more random strangers, to keep from blowing up our realm? It’s hard enough trying to save it now, but to add all that extra risk and complication? For what purpose? How is that not a problem? We’ve already been compromised since her arrival and now we’ve got two sets of Trackers after us, because one wasn’t enough! I don’t care if she’s a dragon or a fairy or some life-sucking leech! She’s a walking disaster and the very last thing we need to-" 

      My flames flared.

      "Excuse you! I am not! I can control it a little bit better now. I only said that if I didn't find anyone in the next couple of days that it probably would’ve been a little tricky for anyone around me, but that wasn’t something that you needed to start worrying-" 

      Pryce sneered, his dark eyes narrowed. "Exactly! A little tricky! Something that might inconvenience you could kill us. You should’ve stayed in whatever realm that you came from without dragging other people into your problems-” 

      “Shut your mouth! Even if you hadn’t picked me up out of the river, as long as I lived, I would’ve reacted and your whole realm would still be in the same position as-” 

      “I wasn’t finished!” Pryce stalked forward, stopping only when Gage yanked him to Ilandria’s side with a strong hand.

      “Well, neither was I!” I said, sharply. “I’m saying you don’t have any right to dictate what I do and why I do it.”

      “That’s not what I meant. My duty is to protect her!” Pryce pointed at Ilandria. “From people and problems like you. For the sake of a Realm and people that you don’t even know. For a better future and the continued prosperity of Orusia. I will do so, no matter what it takes or how it must be done.” 

      “Fine! I’m not stopping you from that. What’s your point?” 

      “Point? You’re a brewing catastrophe and you don’t know what I’m asking you? Let me spell it out. What if you're not compatible with them, hm? Any of them? What if you’re just lucky right now? Stupid lucky. A random stranger waltzes out of the woods and makes eyes at you and that’s fine. That’s one. But you need more. Or else what? You’ll burn our whole realm down?” Pryce gave an ugly laugh.

      My stomach roiled. I hadn’t realized he’d been thinking so much about the consequences of my crashlanding into their little exploration party. The heat behind me, grew hotter, proof of Jackson drawing close.

      I swallowed down a growl, trying to convince myself that he had no idea who I was any more than I knew about
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