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      Inducing a soulscream was not the worst thing Shayla Imaldis had ever done in her life, but it was right up there in the top of three of bribing the former Grand Archmage from the Earth Courts, and requesting a memory wipe to cover for her cousin-turned-assassin that was never, ever mentioned after that fateful day.

      Not her best moments, really, but sometimes a girl had to do what no one else in the family had the nerve to.

      She also had to listen to the elemental Casper fused into her veins and branded into her body—and make sure that her parents didn't redistribute her share of the inheritance to her least favorite sibling—for the fifty-ninth time in the past decade.

      There was also the whole headache of being a Submissive with Ferros potential. Her parents loved to remind her that she needed to be refined and elegant and not wild and incompetent.

      As if that was something she actually had control over. Ha!

      To them, a Ferros designation—honestly inherited from her Sire's side of the bloodline—was nothing short of scandalous.

      It was worse when their Casper, Portgas, chose her instead of the insufferable Althani, her older sister by three years.

      Three torturous years.

      Her parents were good upstanding citizens of the Air Elemental division. One of the three rotating families in the Chief Clan designations. She'd cut her teeth on formal presentations, smiling when she wanted to murder someone and speaking politely about the sorts of topics that probably shouldn't ever be mentioned in polite company.

      Oh, she was picture perfect enough for her parents, when they thought she could be trusted to be paraded around like their perfect poster child.

      It was a terrible kind of agony. The kind that made her wish for any kind of escape, diversion or amusement. Something, anything at all.

      And, really, that opportunity came in the form of one stubborn, vivacious Soula Deveraine.

      Maybe, she wouldn't have tried so hard to get along with Soula, if it wasn't for her parental triad's immediate reaction of no—and do not—that let Shayla know that she absolutely had to.

      Soula was difficult to befriend, but easy to like.

      A girl after her own heart with enough buried snark and refined manners to pass in high or low company, regardless of creature courts. Soula Deveraine, after all, was a dragel Submissive born into an Elven circle.

      Whether there was actual Elven blood in her or not, Shayla had never quite bothered to check. Soula didn't talk about her parents—beyond her terrifying mother, Ilsa Deveraine—and the rest of it all didn't matter to her.

      The main drawing point was that her parents absolutely hated their friendship. It really didn't need to be anything more than that.

      At least, that's what she thought until the day she'd gone to visit and Soula had carelessly introduced her favorite siblings, a golden-eyed, soft-spoken Beta, her brother Ariki, and a dark-skinned beauty with a raised scar bisecting her pretty face, her sharp-tongued Gheyo ACE sister, Dahlia.

      That simple introduction had turned her world sideways just long enough to realize that whatever it was that Dahlia Deveraine had—that easy confidence, fierce aura and ever-present patience that was somehow layered underneath everything—well, her heart flipped over twice and her brain immediately kicked every other thought out of her head.

      That, it had decided.

      That grumpy, pretty, slightly loudmouthed Gheyo with the stifling kind of presence that could make her melt—yes, that was the one she wanted.

      Maybe though, she should've told Dahlia that first—instead of accepting her parental triad's challenge of having a public bonding—and getting Portgas to help snag her with orchestrated soulscream.

      Eh.

      It was probably going to happen anyway.

      After all, they were actually soulmates.

      She'd made sure to check that first.
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      Soft slices of sunlight filtered down the rough stone wall of the building where Shayla stood, waiting. It was tucked out of the way and overlooking a wide expanse of bright green fields with a few lines of colorful flowers following the smooth stone walkway.

      Leading over the hill to where the Merrow waters, dark and choppy, glimmered in the distance, it curved in a few places, winding between a large, broad-leafed tree with branches stretching out on all sides, memorial charms tied to the lowest hanging branches.

      It was a lovely tree and the pathway led to a nice view overlooking the Merrow waters. Perhaps they could take that walkway back to wherever they were supposed to meet up with everyone else.

      Despite the summer heat of the season, the warmth was welcome and the fresh, clean scent lifted her spirits.

      Shayla rocked forward on her toes, relieved to be out of her fancy ensemble of a formal Air gown that had been part of her entire performance on the public stage at the Hunt. Freed from the confines of long, silky fabrics and the heavy weight that also accompanied the rune-imbued material, a lighter air swirled around her.

      The gown was meant to showcase her status as the current heiress to the elemental Casper, Portgas, of the Air elementals.

      A responsibility that was only managed after the Casper had chosen them to be their preferred vessel and partner. She'd grown into the position after her initiation and was thrilled to have something to set her apart from her numerous talented siblings.

      Near the end of the respective clutch of children from the Imaldis Clan, Shayla had precious little to set her apart, until Portgas had chosen her over all other possible candidates.

      Portgas had also more than pulled his weight in helping her to produce a soulscream from the unlikely root of pleasure and not the usual shock of indescribable pain, often accompanied by a near death experience.

      It was a feat that would probably end up recorded in an archive somewhere when the Hunt was official over.

      No one else had ever done something like that on stage, after all. Soulscreams were rare and usually the result of something terrible.

      It wasn't that she'd wanted anything terrible to happen, but more along the lines of—she'd needed this. A bonded Circle without all of the fuss of hunting, courting and arguing with her parental triad with her opinion of their choices.

      Well, she'd certainly managed to push things much further ahead and her original expectations. Her parentals were furious and they probably wouldn't be calming down any time soon.

      On one claw, that was great. She wouldn't have to hear another one of their lectures on her lack of foresight, care for her family clan, and every little annoyance they always slipped in there.

      On the other, it seemed like there would be a lot of work in the near future.

      Just a few hours before, everything had seemed so simple and normal. Now, with the soulscream’s result, she was starting to feel the first inkling of just how much effort it would take to wrangle everything into some semblance of coherence.

      Oh well.

      It wasn’t like she was afraid of the challenge. She’d stood up to difficult situations before, building her experience with her own blood, sweat and tears. A Circle couldn’t be that much different.

      Every dragel Submissive idly entertained the idea of their future with either a large Bonded Circle or a large friendship Circle. It was the natural way of things to keep their immense magic from spiraling out of control after they came into their creature inheritance.

      Hers had been right on time—coming in on her sixteenth birthday and maturing all the way through to her nineteenth. She was just lucky that she’d been able to manage for three years without constant support from her family.

      They weren’t exactly the most affectionate, though she’d never truly suffered at their hands. She owed a lot to Soula Deveraine and the large clutch of Deveraine Pareyas—protectors—who had instantly included her in their parental smothering along with Soula.

      It was enough to satisfy her yearning instincts and only recently had she given some serious thought to the recent nagging to seek a profitable courtship. Her parentals’ unfortunate taste in potential Bonded aside, she’d set her plan in motion after a particularly heated discussion.

      A split-second decision that now held very real consequences.

      Well. Not consequences, exactly.

      More like rewards. She’d wanted this, after all. She just hadn’t expected it to be quite so—successful. The entire induced soulscream had taken place on a public stage in the center of the viewing coliseum where the introductions and top-tier entertainment took place during the Hunt.

      In front of hundreds, if not thousands of eyes, she’d done the impossible and cemented her name—and that of her Bonded-to-be—in history for all of time. Not to mention her new Alpha’s rank shift, her status as an elemental heiress and a thousand and one little details.

      A little sigh escaped.

      It would be quite a busy Hunt this year, just to keep things organized, settled and balanced.

      Now, she stood outside of the nearest branch of City Hall, on the outskirts of Nevarah's main city, hands clasped in front of her, in the shadowed overhang outside of the tall, stone building.

      Beside her, newly transformed Gheyo ACE-to-Alpha, Dahlia Deveraine, stood beside her in abject silence. She was even taller now, after the transformation, a few visible stretch marks peeking out above the thick waistband of her cut-out Flexi-Suit of black-and-purple ombre. It was cuffed at her wrists and tapered at the ankles, tucked into low-heeled knee-high boots of sleek black.

      The heels, she knew, were meant to boost any Earth Spells with the runes in the soles and the actual fused stone inside of the heel. Little cutouts were visible at the waist, neckline and bust, largely to show off scaled skin—and provide an easy way to clip on extra knives, gemstones or magical objects.

      Unlike Shayla, happy to be in her flowy little white sundress with cute little strappy sandals to match, Dahlia still looked every inch the Gheyo that she was—and forever would be. There were some dragels—elemental dragons—that were borne into that rank.

      Took their first breath with a need to fight as important as that first breath. Those dragels—Gheyos, fighters—were destined for that need to govern their very lives. The urge to fight, a gnawing, pressing sense that lurked in the background at all times.

      A thrill found in the push-and-pull of proving themselves over and over again, despite the blood, pain, and bones broken along the way. A triumph they craved with every single win and a pride scraped together, with every single loss.

      They grew, stretched, reinvented themselves and then started the cycle all over again, just to see what would be different that time around. Oh, it was mesmerizing to watch.

      She'd watched her family's Gheyos for years. The ones in the Air courts, the ones who held the Blood Titles, and those that kept watch around the Imaldis ancestral property.

      Gheyos were strong, fierce and wonderful in their ways and she knew, even before Dahlia had ever crossed her path, that she'd wanted what they had. That enviable confidence and
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