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      Set before the series start of Sands of Time, when Petra is having trouble controlling her flames and worrying about her future. She lives with her parentals, sharing a room with her favorite baby sister, Felicia. The epilogue takes place seven years later, when she’s running with Ryder’s crew.
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      Stiff shoulders rolled back as Petra leaned to the side, stretching her aching arms out overhead. The stretch was good, but it reminded her of how cold the bedroom had grown during her inattention and how tired she was from sitting still for hours on end.

      Everything in the bedroom felt as stale and heavy as the sour aftertaste in her mouth. She'd forgotten to add another nutritional booster pod to her oversized water bottle.

      Actually, she'd forgotten to refill the stupid thing because refilling it meant getting up and getting up meant stopping in the middle of her horrid study session and she was so close to being done, that to stop now seemed—unnecessary.

      Except for now she was done, tired, hungry and very, very thirsty.

      The thought of a nice blood-spiked something-or-the-other made her mouth water. Maybe even some nice super-sweet sugary delight from the dessert pantry, if she could sneak something out of there before breakfast.

      Some fruit, maybe? Cream and fruit! Yes. Definitely. Something that would absolutely make her mother yell and scold, but wouldn't really hurt at all. Nutrition factors weren't that much of a headache if she kept up with her assigned Medic during training.

      Even if it wasn't on her assigned meal plan, there was nothing that said she had to stick with it.

      A treat or three had never hurt anyone.

      Specifically, it'd never hurt her, because treats made her happy and a happy Petra meant stronger, brighter flames and much better results than alternative methods of flame enhancement. Dredging up personal faults, fails and hurts had never served her well in any capacity, and finding a positive emotion to bolster her Fire element was always a good thing.

      Petra could almost taste the fruit-and-cream pudding cups she'd seen in the lower pantry shelf that morning on her way through. It'd seemed like such a nice treat, except for the usual scoldings to get her work done and clock her hours on the training ground before she was allowed more than the usual allotted servings.

      The McGlighten Clan wasn't exactly strict, but the Pareyas kept to a tight budget, a functional meal plan and a whole lot of care and affection to make up the gap in-between, which meant she got a scolding for attempting—very half-heartedly—to steal a second pudding, but received a nice hug and a hair-ruffle as a consolation prize, along with a stick of sweet-and-sour jerky to gnaw on.

      Now, a yawn cracked her jaw, drawing a wince as she rubbed at her face, her arms and then muffled a groan behind her hand. It wasn't worth the hassle of a silencing charm on herself.

      She never made that much noise anyway.

      Her Training ACE—the expert Gheyo fighter in charge of her training—had drilled that out of her at the earliest possible point. Her steps were soundless and any extra personal noises kept to a bare minimum, if at all.

      Anything that drew attention to herself could be the difference between life and death, especially where her own Gheyo nature was concerned.

      Tiny whimpers filtered through the nighttime air as Petra popped the charmed stones out of her ears and set them in the case on the warmed black lavastone nightstand beside her bed.

      She jolted, faintly.

      The shock of sound was more obvious on account of the soft sniffles and whines. Her sisters rarely made any noise when she was studying out of a mutual pact for the sake of their grades, but if someone was actually making noise...

      She frowned in the direction of the set of bunk beds on the other side of her shared room. No one had been crying when she'd put her head-stones in to focus. The charmed things were usually good at filtering out unnecessary sounds and allowing her parentals' voices in.

      But tears usually meant heartache or headache and neither were particularly good miseries to indulge. A heartache meant she'd probably be rampaging through the dueling arenas by the time she heard the whole story and a headache—well, that would depend on the severity of it.

      Fingers twitched, hands clamping down on the sleek surface of the wooden desk to keep from rocking up to her feet and rushing over to the bed. From the sounds of the sniffles, the injured party had been at it for a little while now.

      Her sisters could be relentless when they wanted something, but most of the time they weren't so bad.

      Having so many siblings meant sharing her precious personal space, but the mutual pact had done wonders at having them leave her alone for a few hours to complete homework and not lose her mind because they were all overlapping over each other.

      She, of course, always returned the favor when it was their turn to study, unless they needed a sparring partner. Big sisters could afford to be generous, after all.

      A distinct sniffle and hiccup combo let her know exactly who was burrowed underneath the blankets in the bottom bunk and Petra felt her heart ache just a little bit. Sure, she wasn't supposed to have a favorite sibling, but everyone did.

      It was kind of an unspoken rule.

      And Felicia had always been her favorite. A chubby-cheeked toddler that'd grown into a round-face teenager with dimples in her smile and soft curls around her face to match a gentle spirit and strong flame.

      "Felicia?" Petra rose from the desk chair, charming everything atop her clean workspace to stay exactly that way until she needed to pick up her work the following evening.

      There was no answer from the blanket-bundled Felicia huddled on the lower bunkbed across the room.

      Another whimper slipped out, this one more distressed than the others.

      Petra crossed the room in three steps, ducking under the top bunk bed to try and catch a glimpse of her younger sister's face. Felicia was like her—healthy and robust the majority of the time, unless a stray jinx or curse came her way.

      Or something unlucky, like Snofel fever, a malady that left Fire Elementals drained of their natural strength, Core flames struggling to survive and consequently leaving them shivering violently, no matter what the temperature around them would be.

      Her warm fingers gently brushed through the sweat-dampened bangs curling across Felicia's forehead. Despite the light touch, Felicia twitched again, another miserable half-whine-sort-of-whimper slipping out.

      From the flushed forehead and cheeks, coupled with her sweaty forehead and curling hair was enough of a giveaway that whatever she had, was only just starting.

      "Oh, Feli," Petra crooned, softly. "Hey—why didn't you tell anyone you weren't feeling well, hm? You could've interrupted me. I wouldn't have minded. You know I always have my earstones in when I need to focus."

      Felicia turned automatically to press her chilly forehead into Petra's warm hand.

      Another whimper turned into a pleading whine, before glazed orange eyes blinked open with the focus-less haze that usually accompanied the dreaded Snofel fever for every Fire elemental user since the beginning of time.

      "Hey there," Petra said, softly. "It's alright. You're alright. It'll be fine."

      She eased down to sit on the edge of the bed, leaning over further to smooth back a handful of sweaty hair from Felica's face. There wasn't the telltale cursemark of Snofel anywhere to be found, but her own flames were already agitated at a coolness that refused to be burned away.

      Not good.
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      Petra smoothed her thumb across Felicia's cool forehead, stroking back and forth to offer some measure of comfort the way their Mera usually did. "You're cool to the touch. You're not getting Snofel fever or something, are you? Just a regular cold, yeah? Just a little cold."

      Felicia sniffled. She made no attempt to parse out the sentence and instead, struggled in the tangle of her sweat-damp blanket to roll over and curl closer to Petra's gentle petting. An irregular flare of fire magic sparked around the bed, petering out to nothing.

      "Don' feel good," she mumbled, miserably.

      "I can see that," Petra said, lips twitching. "You should've said something earlier, if you were feeling off. Did you take anything? Do you need anything? I can charm your blankets?"

      Felicia butted her head against Petra's hand in answer, giving a tiny sigh of relief when Petra charmed her sweat-damp blankets crisp and clean again.

      "Better?"

      "...yeah."

      "Want me to get someone?"

      Felicia whined, burrowing back into the blankets. "Too loud."

      "They're too loud or everything's too loud?" Petra stroked a hand through Felicia's hair, using very light flickers of magic to smooth it out and keep it away from her face. The persistent chill was still present. "I can throw up a few muffling charms, if you want? Keep all nice and quiet in here for your poor head."

      "...noooo-" Felicia hiccuped.

      Petra waited, but no other answers or explanations followed.

      "Either you agree to let me get Mama or I bring you a gallon of general-purpose healing tonic and you drink the entire thing."

      Felicia grimaced. "It's jus' cold. I need to sweat it out. That's all. It's—can't get my flames up. That's all."

      "Uh-huh," Petra said, exasperated. "And you've been suffering quietly while I was on the other side of the room, finishing up my paperwork. Yeah. I get it. What did you think I was going to do, huh? Yell? Shout? Scold?"

      "...thought you were doing homework?"

      "Finished it. I was prepping for the exams next month." Petra sighed and toed off her socks, stripping down to her cropped bodysuit for comfort.

      A slight tug on her natural instincts pulled her dragon scales to the forefront, skin giving way to sleek, rounded scales. It took some effort to keep the rest of her dragel attributes from carrying forward as well, her gums aching with fangs wanting to morph into something more pronounced and her head aching with the shift to slightly pointed eartips and facial ridges.

      "Alright, you big baby—move over, let me try my flames."

      Felicia held the blankets  up in answer, her teeth chattering. "S'not Snofel," she managed to say. "Dunno what."

      "Well, you feel cold and the whole teeth chattering thing, gives it away—but if you're sure it's not Snofel then I'll just warm you up, alright? Leech my flames if you need them. I've got plenty to spare. You should've said something earlier, you know."

      Felicia gave her a grateful
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