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      Takes place at any point after Shifting Sands after Soula has added Garren and Ryder to her Circle, featuring a bit of Deveraine Sibling bonding that could happen behind the scenes and between the over-arcing plot of the series.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          1 SIBLING NIGHT - SOULA

        

      

    

    
      A noticeable chill crept into the master bedroom of the big house by the time Soula was comfortably snuggled down into the blankets of her empty bed. The week had been a headache in more ways than one and a night off was just what her nerves needed.

      The soft glow of the ceiling lights brought some warmth into the room, while a temperature charm adjusted it accordingly for having just stepped out of a nice, decently scalding bath. Her skin tingled with warmth, a sleepy heaviness collecting in her tired body.

      Garren had changed the sheets and blankets for the day.

      Each pillow was fluffed and encased in a matching pillowcase for the fluffy matching blanket. The entire setup was practically begging for her to turn it into a nest and hunker down to sleep off the exhaustion.

      Her Bonded would come find her if they needed something and if she’d managed to juggle all the timelines and alternate versions correctly—well, no one would really be there to disturb her at all.

      She could sleep!

      Uninterrupted!

      Her eyes slid shut, a massive yawn escaping as she wriggled deeper under the covers. Sleep was such an elusive little thing, hovering just out of her reach whenever she actually wished to dive straight into dreamland.

      Any other time and she was inconveniently tumbling into her Bonded’s arms—or pathways!—and automatically checking out before she could help herself.

      Creating Time Doubles was certainly quite confusing, but she cast another one now, close to the bathroom doorway.

      Nothing should happen that would require her to rewind, but experience had taught her that it didn’t hurt to have plenty of options, in case of an emergency.

      Especially if there was a chance that the emergency wasn’t going to be her own. Lately everything had been cycling around Ryder’s increasingly stressful attempts to de-stress the mess they were currently in.

      He was good, yes, and maybe, a tad ruthless, but that was something she could appreciate in a strong Alpha dragel. Being a dragel was both a gift and a headache at times.

      Dragels—elemental dragons capable of forming harmonious and reciprocal polyamorous mateships—had a penchant for dramatics and a habit of indulging in complicated distractions.

      Tonight was definitely one of those nights where a complicated distraction was sure to do some good, so as long as she could figure out a way to keep her mind somewhat engaged, so her body could rest.

      Deep relaxation would be a lovely thing for sure.

      If she didn’t at least try to get rid of the dark circles under her eyes, Garren, the delightful, fussy man, was sure to take offense on account of being her sole Pareya—the protective rank among dragels.

      He was a unique Pareya—a fighting-inclined one—but he was also a recovering Healer and a stickler for self-care and healthy food options. She hadn’t even dared to peek into the kitchen before slinking upstairs to the quiet security and safety of her now-shared master bedroom.

      No one would come after her, unless she deliberately called them up.

      They were still learning their ways around each other, but there was something to be said for having Bonded who could respect her need for some alone time or simply, the need to decompress in private, without being offered background noise, solutions or amorous affections.

      Soula wrapped her damp hair in a towel with a flick of her fingers. Her personal care spells were rather impressive, but sometimes there was a bit of relaxation to be had in allowing things to happen in real-time.

      A drying charm would handle the necessary magic of making her hair eventually look fabulous—and in the meantime, her nightly face mask was plastered on. The soothing chill was refreshing and somewhat of a memory jolt, reminding her of the last time she’d attempted to share her nighttime routine with Saera and how that had ended very—well—for both of them.

      It had mostly solidified the fact that if she wanted alone time, she’d have to carve it out herself and insist that no one disturb her.

      Tonight, she was excited to see the latest episode of the ridiculous Fight-or-Die web series that had risen in popularity in the past century. It’d become something of a habit to wait to watch them with her favorite siblings while trading running commentary back and forth over every detail of it.

      On months when she couldn’t chance a visit to her family for any reason at all, a shared sibling habit was provided a bit of grounding and reassurance that they were still there for each other.

      Another yawn threatened to break free.

      Soula wearily queued up the viewing bubble, before sending off a half-dozen pings in rapid succession to annoy her siblings into watching it with her.

      Lately, they’d all been forced to accommodate her schedule on account of never knowing what Ryder would be up to—and whether she needed to be free enough to meddle in it.

      Tonight, nearly everyone should be free and if they weren’t—well, she could tweak that.

      Maybe.

      Just a little bit.

      Unsurprisingly, Lorelei was the first—and the most annoyed!—at her having found the episode to view first.

      “You couldn’t have waited until tomorrow?” Lorelei grumbled. “Tonight is for nails.”

      The familiar backdrop of her childhood bedroom in the main Deveraine Estate was visible in the background. Soft pink walls with cream and tan accents, along with a study section off to the side of the bed and a wall packed with hanging baskets for easy room organization.

      It was well-kept, the sign of a Pareya with meticulous habits, considering that there was also a full first-aid kit in view, a spare go-bag, her second-best travel cloak and the golden gilded pin that declared her to be a Deveraine daughter.

      Absently, Soula reached up to rub at her chest where she usually wore her pin for public events. They’d all gotten theirs shortly after their inheritance and while it wasn’t always worn as they grew older, it remained a staple piece in her jewelry collection.

      Lorelei had clearly put hers in a spot that was easy to grab on the way out. It was rather endearing, in hindsight.

      “You can multitask,” Soula said, unbothered. “I haven’t done mine yet for the week. Too much hassle. Why are you home today?”

      “Hassle?” Lorelei paused in mid-paint of the protection sigil she was carefully painting over one clawed fingernail. “There are spells for that and I can come home whenever I damn well please.”

      “Didn’t say you couldn’t, but usually you have a reason. Why don’t I know the reason?”

      “The same reason you can’t be bothered to do your own nails,” Lorelei sang.

      “Says the sister who always tells me I do a sloppy job and then goes about fixing it herself,” Soula said, dryly. “I’d offer to let you do them too, but that would require one of us moving and I don’t think that’s happening tonight.”

      “Fair,” Lorelei agreed. “I’ve had it with this entire week and I swear, if someone comes looking for me, I will claw their stupid eyes out.”

      “And I will be your solemn witness that saw nothing,” Soula promised.

      Lorelei stifled a laugh, kicking her sock-clad feet in the air behind her. “If you want me to paint the protection sigils again though, make the time. You know they work better if a Pareya does it. Yours would do it if you asked, wouldn’t he?”

      “Yeah, yeah, I know. He would and I’d ask, but he’s in the kitchen cooking like his life depends on it. I didn’t even dare ask for a snack.” Soula made agreeable noises when Lorelei held her fresh manicure up to the viewing bubble.

      “Hey, at least he cooks,” Lorelei said, sprawled across her bed. “I won’t bore you with what I didn’t blow up in the kitchen today. Mama Bu thinks that I have a unique poison talent.”

      “…that doesn’t run in the family.”

      “Tell me about it.” Lorelei flopped forward, hands stretched out in front of her. Tucked against her side was a small caddy of nail polish and other manicure essentials, most of them with bright pink handles or charmed counterparts.

      She managed to lie still for a minute, before one hand was waving around in the air, a carefully curated drying charm working its magic on the glistening, glossy nails now painted a perfect pastel pink.

      “What is taking those two so long? My nails will dry and I’ll die of boredom before they get around to showing up. We might as well start watching on our own before we run out of time-” Lorelei trailed off when the message bubble pinged twice.

      Ariki and Dahlia clocked in within seconds of each other.

      In the background of Dahlia’s viewing bubble, a tastefully decorated master bedroom suite was semi-visible from the headboard level view. Done in elegant shades of warm purple and blue, the matching blankets and curtains made for a welcoming view.

      Sitting up in the large bed, braced against the headboard, Dahlia was easy enough to spot. To Soula’s surprise, her best friend Shayla Imaldis, could be seen fast-asleep on Dahlia’s shoulder, while Dyshoka crowded close to join the watch party.

      Her heart gave a curious little lurch of longing.

      It was nice to see her friend’s Bonded triad taking such good care of her, but it was also a painful reminder that her own triad was still a bit—raw around the edges.

      Ryder would probably hear her out, if she asked for more attention or affection. Orion would get all worried that he was somehow neglecting her and Garren, the precious darling, would most definitely stuff her full of good food. That was to say nothing at all about Saera, who would definitely be happy enough for a repeat of the previous few nights.

      Soula buried her face in the blankets, hoping the blush wouldn’t show. Now was not the time to be thinking those kinds of thoughts.

      “Did you look at the viewer polls?” Ariki wanted to know. He sat curled up in the living room of somewhere that Soula didn’t
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