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        To my faithful readers who requested my ‘rambling fic tags’. This is for you. I now tag short story #1 as:

      

        

      
        Sister sibling issues. Soula needs a hug. Soula gets a hug. There are cuddles. Deveraine sibling squabbles. Dahlia is a good sister. She tries. Soula is trying too. Mama Alma to the rescue!
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      Set between Book 3 (Shifting Sands) and before Book 4 (Sorrowful Sands) at any point where Soula has time to socialize.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          1 A PROBLEM - SOULA

        

      

    

    
      Soula stormed through the front door, her magic flaringly wildly around her as she blazed through the entryway, down the hall and right through to the kitchen. The guardian shadows at the front door and entrance hall, flared in a slight panic, dashing away from her warpath.

      It was a wonder she detoured long enough to cut into the kitchen—in search of a certain sleepy Pareya—and lucky enough that she found him washing dishes and meal planning, therefore within reach and not requiring any extra effort to track down.

      "...Soula?" Garren asked, cautiously.

      She hugged him hard from behind, her face buried, as she muttered and grumbled about something or the other that he couldn't quite make-out. Her grip flexed every so often, in between of mumbles, punctuated by the slight flare of her magic during a particularly irritating burst of words.

      At one point, he was sure she was speaking Elvish, but her voice was so muffled, he couldn’t quite make out any of it. Her arms trembled faintly at one point, but he could make an educated guess that she was angry—furious—and most definitely not afraid.

      He patted her hand once, and stayed in front of the sink to finish his dishwashing spellwork until she ran out of steam.

      The disruption to their little quiet piece of harmony was enough to have everyone cautiously poking their heads out from their respective rooms and spaces.

      Naturally, Ryder was the first one to stick his head through the kitchen doorway a question on his lips that died at once, when Garren frantically waved him out of sight.

      They’d already had a few explosive dinners between Soula’s stubbornness and Ryder’s temper. He’d wound up as the designated mediator when food started flying. It was much too soon to start another episode like that.

      Ryder’s shadows lingered for a few beats longer, before Garren chased them out with a swathe of his own. He could look after Soula just fine on his own and he didn’t care to have an audience to do it.

      At least not from Ryder, anyway.

      He finished the dishes only to find that Soula hadn't stopped muttering at all.

      Even when Garren managed to disentangle her from behind and guide her over to the kitchen island and the stools lining one side of it. He used his shadows to float her up onto his lap, mildly surprised that there was no protest there.

      The fruit bowl was summoned from across the kitchen, followed by a small paring knife. He picked out her favorites and made a mental note to order more.

      He spelled the first few fruits peeled and cut into small slices and immediately stuck the first one in her mouth as soon as he could manage it.

      The angry mutters paused for a long moment while Soula angrily chomped on the snack, her hair stiff and crackling with suppressed energy and scales lining her face and neck. Even a few shiny patches of silver and peach scales were visible on her palms and wrists.

      "...Soula?" Garren tried again, bracing her carefully with one arm so she couldn't topple off to the floor. "Did something happen? Do you need-"

      Her energy flared again, making him wince.

      The house seemed to tremble.

      Xander appeared almost at once, flinching away when he caught sight of their combined glare. The others had similar reactions, save for Tobien who immediately scowled.

      "Where's Orion and-"

      Garren gave him a look and waved him off. He had no idea what Soula was going on about, but he could pick out a few phrases of something that he'd learned after hearing one of her Elvish rants before.

      As musical as the language could sound, it was also deceptively civil-sounding when it came to the actual insults that were fairly—devious in nature.

      He pulled sharply on both bonds, adding an extra jolt of annoyance when there was no immediate answer from Orion or Saera. They had to have felt Soula's return and whatever they were doing—they were somewhere inside the house—couldn't be more important than listening, for Arielle’s sake!

      A sluggish pulse of an answer came through Orion's bond, followed by the projected assurance that he was on his way and would be there shortly.

      Relieved, but still irritated, he waited for Saera's excuse only to receive two very explicit images as to why she was busy and that she'd be down after washing off all the blood and guts from her last arena duel.

      Great.

      Soula's next bite of fruit nearly took his hand off.

      He quickly set to peeling and cutting the rest of her selected favorites, with a few smaller shadows to help with keeping her furiously chewing in between of her ongoing rant.

      Eventually, Orion appeared from his War Room, where he'd been holed up for the past couple of hours and Saera didn't take long to follow.

      Orion looked exhausted and weary, dark circles under his eyes betraying the fact that he'd spent too much time scheming and figuring and not enough with the eating and resting. He shuffled into the kitchen with a grunt in Garren's direction and a slight furrow of his brows at Soula, when she didn't even look up at him.

      Behind him, Saera trailed in, a damp towel curled around her shoulders, fluffing hair cream through her half-dried hair, healing scratches and scrapes visible on her tanned skin on display from the short sleep set of a cropped top and shorts.

      Both of them had their claim marks on display—marks that were glowing a faint golden hue.

      Orion hiked himself up on the seat beside Garren and Saera leaned into him, the towel hanging from her shoulders.

      "...someone's upset," Saera observed. She rubbed at her neck and ears with the ends of the towel.

      "Has she been speaking in Elvish the entire time?" Orion asked, confused. "What happened? I didn’t get any reports of any incident.” He grunted when Garren straightened up and dumped Soula into his surprised arms. "Garren!"

      It took him a moment to balance the shift in weight and make sure that Soula was comfortably settled on his lap. He twitched faintly, when her golden-eyed glare fixed on him.

      "I don't know what happened, because all she's done since arriving is that!" Garren pointed at her angry chomp into another chunk of fruit. “And she went through those before either of you showed up.”

      "Wasn't she going home today?" Saera asked, slowly. "I mean, it was to see her Mera, right? And Dahlia too, I think?"

      "Shayla," Orion corrected. "They were going over to the Deveraines' for some kind of a lunch or a dinner. I don't know. She said she didn't want any of us there, but I'm more concerned with the constant stream of Elvish. She don’t speak it when she’s with us, because we can’t understand-“

      "Soula, sweetheart—I love you and your voice is like music, but I'm pretty sure I don't want to know what you're saying there," Saera drawled. She leaned in past Orion and caught Soula's chin in hand, kissing her sweetly.

      There was a loud pop echoing through the kitchen, followed by the sound of chains snapping and crashing.

      Soula jerked in Orion's grasp, sagging against him in relief.

      "...Soula?" Garren tried, for the third time. "You alright?"

      "...I'm going to kill her," Soula snarled.

      She wriggled her way out of Orion's lap—or rather—tried to, his grip was strong, despite his weariness and with Saera bracketing her on the other end, she was stuck. Her second attempt was easily countered as well, punctuated by concerned looks from all three of her Bonded.

      "Hey—let me—go! I’ll make sure she never-!” Soula’s icy voice could’ve frozen the entire kitchen with the sheer amount of fury behind it.

      Garren winced. He didn’t want to think of what would have happened to push her to that edge. She’d been in good spirits when she left. Excited to see a friend and eager to eat her Mama Alma’s cooking again.

      She’d even promised to bring him back a recipe, something he’d been looking forward to.

      "Your mother or your sister?" Orion guessed, uncertainly. “I thought you were on good terms with your-”

      "Lorelei!" Soula squirmed again, snapping her fangs agitatedly at Saera's attempt at a follow-up kiss. "She jinxed me with a language circling-"

      "And that means you have to kill her?" Garren asked. He slid a small platter of fluffy chocolate pudding slides onto the kitchen island with long handled spoons to accompany it.

      "It was a client lunch!" Soula hissed. "Mama Alma had some contacts from Elvenside and they were interested in hiring translation services for an inter-realm textbook on shared histories-"

      "That's terrible of her," Orion said, soothingly. He nuzzled her forehead. "I'm
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