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            THIS SHORT STORY…

          

        

      

    

    
      Takes place at any point before Sands of Time where Ryder and Orion are figuring out the larger steps to their elaborate plans. It is filling in some of the gaps on what the other Gheyos were doing before Soula Deveraine ever entered the picture.

      Here, Marcella is just new enough to want to belong, but settled to know that she can ask a few favors.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
1 A SPECIFIC NEED - MARCELLA


        

      

    

    
      The door to Ryder's War Room snicked shut with a distinct note of finality. A solid rectangle of dark wood with reinforced spellwork and enough charms to make everything on the other side of it perfectly private. It was the kind of cue that couldn't be mistaken for anything else.

      A buzzing crackle announced the activation of spells inside and out. The wards around the War Room snapped up with brutal efficiency.

      Marcella stood on the other side—the outside, really—and glowered at it.

      That was a very unnecessary obstacle in the middle of her midday plans and she was not looking forward to shifting things around because the variables had changed again.

      She was no stranger to the War Room or Ryder's intense planning and scheming sessions that took place within, but some days, she simply wanted a chance to stretch her legs and wings without getting all tangled up in some super-secret something or the other, just because she was a convenient blade.

      And she was convenient.

      Unlike Saera, their resident Gheyo King with all of her easy charm, calm steadiness and light warmth, Marcella was—the opposite. She couldn't find the words or the charm to make herself more approachable or likable and her Storm Element alone, made some interactions positively wretched, if she wasn't in the mood to temper herself.

      Tempering was hard.

      So was apologizing to Xander, their Gheyo ACE, and head of their unofficial fighting Suite. Gheyos were the solid fighters to take on the heavy-lifting in a dragel—Elemental Dragon—Bonded mateship, known as a Circle. Authority ran in the way the ranks did, ACE, to King, to Queen, to Prince, to Princess and so on.

      As Gheyo ACE, Xander was twice as hard as Saera, in a way that made her look like all soft sweetness and squishy insides, when she most assuredly was not. Xander, however, was a known taskmaster that demanded perfection, because that was what he, himself, put forth.

      It also meant that unless she wanted a good, hard fuck, then there was little point in disturbing him on a recovery day. He was bundled up in his own bed, stuffed full of Garren's latest healthy meal experiment and three different types of healing potions and lotions slathered all over him. Even his shadows had settled down with all the lecturing and manhandling that had found him smothered in blankets and stuffed with thin soup and blood-spiked herbal shots for boosting his immune system.

      Miserable, but healing, he was fast asleep beneath the safety of Orion's powerful wards and Garren's watchful eye.

      That had almost been as funny as watching Garren wrangle Ryder into compliance when he'd come down with a head cold, but really, their grumpy Pareya was quite formidable when he had a mind to be and she could respect that. Garren took their health seriously and he’d never let any of them stay sick for longer than a few days, tops.

      It did help that Marcella also took every single precaution to keep from landing under the deliberate care of his tender mercies anyway. Some privileges were nothing short of disguised torture and her independence stemming from her Storm Element and Gheyo upbringing meant that she’d just as soon weather it all on her own.

      No matter what kind of opinions Garren had about it.

      Marcella counted the seconds since Saera had vanished into the untold depths of Ryder's gloomy War Room, the door firmly shut behind her. She'd come on through from an all-night-out assignment, dragging along a singed and grumpy Petra, a glowering and exhausted Tobien and a bizarrely chipper attitude of her own.

      As decent as her fellow Gheyos were and as much as it rankled to have to ask Saera for anything—granted, the woman would give it to her without so much as blinking—it was requesting it in the first place that grated deeply on her already frazzled nerves.

      She’d never quite adjusted to Saera’s presence in their Gheyo Suite, that had easily upended the ranks, forcing them all to shuffle up or down into a whole new ranking system just to accommodate her.

      It had hurt, a little bit.

      Xander had only asked her once, to please adjust. He hadn’t needed to make the request again, because they’d all seen how easily Saera had slipped into the gap in their ranks and made herself a home with the scant affections they granted her.

      She really was good at it too.

      Hours passed—or so it seemed—before the door to the War Room creaked open and Saera emerged with a slight spring in her step, despite the tiredness showing at the corners of her pretty golden eyes. Even exhausted, she carried herself with a presence and manner that suited her Gheyo King rank—regal and generous.

      She blinked, taking in Marcella's scowling presence with nothing more than a slight tip of her head in acknowledgement. "Something the matter?"

      The great door slid shut behind her and Saera waited, instead of heading off to wherever she was needed next. Everyone needed her these days and even though Marcella could tell that it was starting to cause a bit of unhealthy strain on all of their ranks, there wasn't anything she could do about it.

      Xander would have to be the one to step in and he was currently down for the count and under Garren’s strict care. There would be no official anything happening while he was down and out.

      Teeth gritted, Marcella clasped her hands at her waist and gave the barest hint of a formal bow to hint at how serious her request would be.

      "I need a spotter for a hard dueling set," she said, stiffly. "Are you available and would you be agreeable?"

      Saera studied her, eyes traveling quickly up and down her person, obviously taking note of her Flexi-suit and chosen armor over it, then the visible weaponry on her person. There wasn't much to comment on, beside her basic kit, but it was what she'd grabbed on her way out. A simple set-up that would do the job without getting in the way.

      "Ryder didn't say anything about a solo assignment." Saera’s questioning gaze slid over her again, her brows furrowing neatly, soft brown eyes shifting to their more natural, lightened hue of pure gold.

      Marcella's curled hands clenched tighter into fists. She fixed her gaze somewhere around Saera's middle, lest her glare turn into something more telling. It was a very simple question that needed an equally simple answer.

      Except that it was Saera and she rarely ever bothered with basic niceties for things like that.

      "It isn't," she ground out.

      "Ah. Pleasure then?"

      "Are you available or not?"

      Saera laughed, a quiet soft sound, that seemed as if it were actually genuine. "I'd say it wasn't that bad, but that looked like it hurt. Actually, no, I'm not. Wish I could say otherwise, but right now I'm bone-tired. Need to at least take a full sleep cycle before I'm halfway decent for anything useful. There are four energy shots keeping me upright and it will take two detoxifying potions to knock me flat out as soon as I am near a soft bed in the next hour or so."

      Jaw clenching, Marcella offered another stiff bow. "Sorry to bother you." She spun on her heel, intending to take off back in the direction she'd come.

      Her other options were few and far in between, but she could call in a favor.

      Maybe.

      Someone was bound to be free, if she looked hard enough.

      Quick footsteps fell into pace with her. "I didn't say it was a bother," Saera said, lightly. "Just that I couldn't go with you. Even if I wasn't planning on bedrest, Garren would probably enforce it. Why don't you ask Orion? He's a decent overhead spotter, if that works with your style. He’s got a good eye. I'm sure he could spare some time, since everyone else is in various stages of the healing process. Ryder could help, but he's just had his entire mental map rewired." There was sheer glee in her voice. "So. He can't. Really."

      The suggestion was absurd.

      Orion shared some of his brilliance whenever he felt they were sufficiently running themselves into the ground or chasing their own tails in confusion. He wouldn't be bothered with something as trivial as taxing physical work on her behalf.

      Sure, his Beta rank meant that he didn't really need to know how to fight when there was an entire Suite of Gheyos around and Garren, whenever he could be bothered, but he was best suited indoors. Crammed into a corner of the library, buried under piles of indecipherable research or downing several pots of strong coffee on the back patio.

      Orion in the Gheyo section? That was a joke.

      He worked with Saera on occasion, but that seemed to have more to do with the fact that they were both Earth Elementals and seemed to thrive together with the shared element between them. It was fine to watch, but not exactly making the suggestion very appealing at all.

      "...I don't need your help," Marcella said, stiffly. "And I don't need suggestions or substitutions either."

      "Gotcha. I'll ask him for you," Saera offered, pleased. "I'm sure he won't mind. He should probably get out of the house anyway. It’s been a few weeks."

      "Won't mind what?" Garren's silky voice held a rather dangerous edge to it. He materialized in front of them in a showy burst of shadow. "You!" He zeroed in on Saera with the kind of intense focus that made his shadows flare somewhat threateningly underfoot.

      Marcella carefully hid her elation at the cry of dismay that was immediately followed by little tendrils of Shadow plucking at Saera's face and hair.

      "What part about minimal injuries was so hard to follow?" Garren demanded. "Did you really think stopping at a MedBay before dropping in would erase it? You were hardly there for them to do any serious work and they are obligated to send in a copy of the report to your Suite or resident Pareya!"

      Saera yelped when Garren's shadows began to herd her towards the kitchen. He gestured towards the hall that detoured to the kitchen and his shadows course-corrected at once. They happily thronged around a weakly protesting Saera.

      "Marcella," he added, almost as an afterthought. "Did you need something?"

      She skittered out of range of one of his grasping shadows. "No, not at all. I was—on the way to take care of something."

      His dark eyes narrowed. "Were you?"

      "Something came up," she said, dodging another wisp of shadow. It was faster than the previous one. "Something definitely came up. I’m perfectly fine. Excuse me."
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