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      Gentle air currents swirled around Maury and Ian, ruffling at Ian’s hair where he lay flat on the ground, half-nestled in the soft, green grass of the front yard of Emerald Hollow, the Elswood Ancestral Estate. They were close to the pond, because it was easier to use the water there to help rinse off the messier aspects of Ian’s new dragel inheritance.

      Probably better for the yard too.

      Blood, scale and bits of other fluids and things were flung everywhere. It was the natural result of having large, scaled, dragon wings bursting straight out of young shoulders, not yet used to such transformations.

      Ian was handling the first few hours rather well, considering that he’d napped through the initial immediate aftermath and woke to discover that he’d bitten his tongue so badly that Shar, one of their Fire Pareya, had to help heal his mouth.

      Of course, Maury had done his part with helping to apply numbing gel while the rest of his available Bonded fluttered around, trying to explain and not crowd them at the same time. It was both exasperating and somewhat adorable, as he could sense their fretful worry and the need to be close on top of it.

      The end result was something of a crowded front yard, with his Bonded fretting just out of reach and Ian stretched out on the grass by the calm, shimmering decorative pond, his head pillowed on Maury’s lap, half in a daze.

      A position that Maury didn’t mind in the slightest. He worked on gently channeling bits of calm and soothing reassurance through his bonds and throughout his magic. It would be enough if his energy mirrored it, to help Ian feel safe.

      It took a longer time for Ian to get his bearings than when he’d first roused from his nap and barely managed to recognize his changed surroundings. Natural healing had caught up to the worst of his injuries and changed state, allowing better movement. Now, Ian wobbled to sit upright, clutching at Maury’s arms for support as his body adjusted to the weight of large wings—and they were quite large—hanging somewhat limply from his back.

      The quiet determination that flickered across Ian’s face was heartening. He was less panicked and more curious, which was a good way to handle such a life-altering transformation.

      A few playful wisps of shadow mimicked the wind in tugging at Maury’s robes. He ignored it in favor of readjusting his grip on Ian, careful to keep his touch as light as he could manage it. Whichever one of his Shadow-Bonded wanted his attention, could go about in a more direct way.

      He was currently occupied.

      Watching Ian’s wonderment over his newly changed—and winged!—status was a memory he would hoard for a long time.

      He’d almost forgotten what a novelty it was to younglings when they first discovered all the new changes of their dragel bodies. Wings, claws, fangs and more! Even their elemental designation seemed to pale in the reality of discovering that they were so much more than a mere element.

      The amazement was always a tad humbling to see—all that wide-eyed shock and the surprised gasps when they discovered newfound strength.

      It brought back a host of memories for Maury.

      All sorts of things he hadn’t wanted to think about in decades, maybe longer. Especially when it was practically habit to use his own wings or claws like an extension of himself without ever quite remembering what it was like to be without them.

      “You should actually feel a little numbness by now,” he said. “Most of the pain should be gone, though you may feel a sort of dulled ache for the rest of the week, depending.”

      “Depending on what?” Ian asked, trying to flex his wings again. “Why aren’t they moving? Do I have to do something to make them move? Move!” He gave a ridiculous little wiggle with his shoulders and hands, trying to see if that had produced any useful movement.

      One wing twitched, while the other sort of fluttered. Less of a movement and more of a sort of expected quiver, as Ian had yet to figure out what to do to actually move them properly.

      Shar turned away, a smile hidden quickly by the movement. The rest of his Bonded shuffled accordingly, trying and not quite managing to keep their mirth to themselves. Lightness traveled through Maury’s bonds, echoed easily by those present to share in the moment.

      Ian whined under his breath, attempting a full-body wriggle to see if that would change anything.

      “It’s not—quite like that. I mean, the breadth and width of your wings,” Maury said, unable to hide his amusement. “The weight matters too, but not as much as you’d think. It’s mostly a nod to what size dragon you are. You’ll get the hang of it in a minute. Don’t think so hard about it. Try to see if it will happen on reflex.”

      “How do you stop thinking about wings hanging out of your shoulders?” Ian shot back, brow furrowed in concentration. “I can’t think about anything else.”

      “Then let’s try some questions,” Shar said, smoothly. “How are you feeling now? Take a moment, before you answer. Do the mental checklist like I’ve told you—crown to claw. Note anything that stands out over the rest.”

      Ian cocked his head to the side, considering. His wings quivered a bit, the tips trembling when another cool current of air rushed around them. A gentle shiver ran through him.

      “Still kind of hurts,” he admitted. “Not a sharp hurt, but a hurt. An ache? Yeah. Kind of an ache that’s not really there. Like, I can feel here and here, but then—wings.” Ian rubbed at his chest, then at his stomach, before flicking a finger over his shoulder at his drooping wings.

      “Thank you for that assessment,” Shar said, dryly. “Keep thinking on it for a moment and let me know if something changes. Cole?”

      "If it’s not a sharp pain, then he’s healing up alright. Maybe some more blood?" Cole mused. “Couldn’t really hurt with that. Newbies always need a lot of blood for the first time, especially when the wings are that thin.”

      “They’re thin?” Ian bit his lip, his questioning gaze flicking to Maury, before he swallowed the question down.

      Wrapping a warming charm around his hands, Maury carefully grasped one of Ian’s wings, smoothing it flat against his palm to check for himself. “I wouldn’t say they’re that thin, but Air and Storm dragels do tend to have thinner wings and larger wingspans. It’s moreso something to do with the aerodynamics. Nothing for you to fret over. Everyone’s wings are different, regardless of elemental inclination.”

      “So, it’s normal?” Ian asked, hesitantly.

      “Quite normal,” Maury said, matter-of-factly. “There’s just differences between yours and ours, simply because you’re young and your element is currently different from anyone else here. Over time, you’ll grow into them. Most of us keep growing right through our first century or so, depending on our rank.”

      Ian considered that, easing down into the grass again. A few of the little shadow wisps danced closer to tug at his fingers with little playful nips.

      "You're not giving him any more blood,” Shar said, looking straight at his twin with a sharpness in his tone that hadn't been there before. "Absolutely not, Cole. You’ve given enough today and you know what it’ll do if you push that limit.”

      "I didn't say I was going to do it," Cole said, mildly. "I was only suggesting that it might speed things up. If he could stay sitting up, instead of just lying here, he might feel more like doing the wing exercises that-”

      "I don't mind it," Maury interrupted. His hands rested lightly on Ian's shoulders. “And I don't mind sitting here for as long as necessary. It's no problem. It’s not as if we had anything else planned after all of that. It was mostly sitting around and sharpening blades again.”

      “Maybe for you, but the rest of us had plans,” Llevan said, trying to add a bit of levity back to the atmosphere. His worried golden gaze flicked between the twins and back to Maury, a silent plea visible in his face.

      Neither twin seemed to notice.

      "It will be a problem when you're both hungry," Cole said, irritably. "Which brings me back to the point that maybe Ian would benefit from some-”

      "You're not volunteering," Shar snapped. "Not for either of them. Go do something useful. Maybe start the food prep for this hypothetical scene you’re dreaming up—and stop poking me!”

      There was a quiet huff, before Cole pushed away, rolling up to his feet. His hair flickered, before a flush of fresh flame caused it to dance around his neck in an ominous sort of way. "Fine. I'll do something useful." He stalked off, his footsteps muffled by the grass.

      Ian blinked up at Maury, his head twisted to the side from where he’d settled down in the grass again. Exhaustion was showing at the corners of his young face, but his wings had spread out on the grass behind him, thanks to the bits of shadow still fluttering closeby.

      Maury shrugged at his inquisitive gaze. “They’re fine. Don’t think too hard about it. They are—different, as far as Flame Elementals go. Sometimes their flames speak before their mouths can and sometimes it’s the other way around.”

      Ian’s brow furrowed in obvious confusion.

      “I know, but that’s not something you have to worry about. I try not to think about it too much when the flames start spiking, because they don’t appreciate it when we try to mediate. It’s something they have to sort out on their own,” he said, quietly. "Sometimes they're just like that—and stop it, Shar. I know what that look means. You didn't have to snap at him just because you don't want him to overextend himself."

      Shar’s eyes darkened, losing the telltale hint of orange that meant he wasn’t about to be in a full temper. "That wasn't what I was going to do!” he bit off. “Don’t put words in my mouth!”

      Maury growled.

      It jolted Ian, who froze in place.

      Shar, however, wilted right where he stood as if someone had just delivered a blistering lecture on misbehavior. His thick, dark hair smoldered faintly at the tips, not quite in full flame, but dangerously close to mirroring Cole’s.

      “So that’s how it is. Well. Fine, then!" Shar lurched to his feet a moment later, intent on storming off as well. A burst of warmth radiated outward, chasing away the welcome breeze of the afternoon and replacing it with a sudden burst of humidity that hadn’t been there before.

      "Llevan," Maury said, absently. He waved a hand at the fuming twin, tugging on both bonds just to be sure they would listen.

      Ian watched, surprised and confused as Llevan effectively herded Shar off and away from rushing after Cole, mostly by a heavy hand clamped on his shoulder.

      "Is it that—bad?" he asked. "Something wrong with—this?"

      "Nothing wrong with you. They're just being themselves," Maury said. He resumed petting Ian's soft hair, pleased to push little bits of healing energy through to him. "Cole gave you First Blood and you really liked it, so you drained a bit more out of him than the rest. Shar wasn't very happy, because Cole already gave two feedings for the day before he offered for you."

      Ian made a sound in his throat as his stomach clenched. "Blood?" he asked, faintly. “I drank blood and I don’t even remember it?”

      "You might remember later, but you were fairly deep in your instincts. Two things help a dragel to heal in a hurry," Maury explained. "Blood and sugar. Usually, blood is the preferred option. Especially if it's blood from a favorite parent or Bonded, usually determined by taste or strength. Sugar in a simple form—sweets, desserts, that sort of thing, is the next best option. Fruit is a common favorit."

      Ian's brow furrowed. "And it works?"

      "Quite well, actually. It might sound strange, but it is instinctive. You won't even realize you're doing it when you need it, if you have access to good sources." Maury smoothed a hand through his hair again, using a burst of magic to cool the heated air around them.

      "A-and if I don't?"

      "...then you'll find a way to get them," Maury said, simply. "Sometimes this will manifest as eating things that could fuel your element—some Earth and Fire types might eat rocks or dirt in their dragon form or they'll leech it from an elementally-charged situation. Water—Merrow—will head for the purest source of water they can find and remain there, until their body is ready to leave."

      "That sounds serious,” Ian said, chewing on his lower lip. “You said I was—a Storm?”

      "With that lightning show? Yes, I'm fairly certain,” Maury said, a hint of pride trickling into his voice. “It’s not a rare element, but you don’t see many of them on the ground. Most Storm and Air elementals keep to the skies and up in The Averie, which is their natural habitat of sorts for those with skyward magics and the like.”

      “Have you ever been there?” Ian asked, curiously. “What’s it like? Do I have to go there if I’ve never been?”

      “No, you can stay wherever you like. Most Storm and Air Elementals are raised in The Averie, so it’s home to them. They would stay close to home, just like you want to be here. For a more fun detail though, your eyes will probably turn to prove it and your hair as well."

      "My hair?" Dazed, Ian reached up to pat at his own head.

      Maury's lips twitched at the comical sight. That was one reason he was playing with the fluffy strands. "Humidity," he said, easily. "And your personal energy stores. Storm types can store excess magic in their hair. It's a very handy trick. Especially since trying to pull on your element for minor things might cause significant weather shifts or a minor inconvenience when you just want something small done. It also means that you might be drawn to storms, sitting out in the rain or trying to call thunder or lightning. Our Estate is grounded though, so you don’t have to worry about setting anything on fire by accident. There’s enough of us with volatile twists to our own magic, so we have precautions in place.”

      “I guess that’s good.” Ian's fingers tangled in his hair. He tugged at it, absently.

      The gesture was something that made Maury’s heart ache. He remembered the offhand comment when Ian was trying not to dwell on yet another one of the difficult things he’d experienced at the laboratory. How he’d explained that it was hard to get attached to something that he barely knew—even if it was part of his own body. The lab assistants had kept his trimmed down most of the time, especially after an experiment. Once or twice, they’d shaved it all, leaving him feeling off-balance and vulnerable for weeks.

      "It is,” Maury said, soothingly. “Let me know if you have any headaches or eye strain. The eyestrain can be a side effect of the elemental shift, but it could also mean you’re just tired. I’d like to get you a proper Healer’s check-up when you’re feeling more like yourself, but there’s no rush for that. We have plenty of time and you can take as much as you need to feel comfortable in your own skin, alright?”

      Ian twitched, eyes growing wide and round when he realized that the simple shrug had travelled all the way down to his wings. They fluttered, flopping a bit near the end. His jaw dropped.

      Maury grinned. “That was faster than I thought. Did you feel that? Remember that feeling. Hold onto it. If you think you’re up to it, how about we get those big ol’ wings working?”

      Delight burned so bright in Ian’s eyes, that Maury could almost taste that happiness. It was pure, sheer joy and he didn’t stop himself from mirroring it to each and every one of his Bonded.

      What a lucky child they’d found.
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        * * *

      

      Maury and Ian sat together on the short outcropping of the little sculpted cliff that Llevan had created for the sole purpose of cannonballing into the pond below.

      It was rough textured stone, sturdy and grounding in a way that made it easy for Ian to climb without too much difficulty. While it wasn’t too high off the ground, it gave enough height to show a slightly different view of the Emerald Hollow estate. It also provided an excellent point to perch and practice wing extensions.

      Maury sat with his feet dangling off the edge, leaning slightly to the side to be out of range of Ian’s new wingspan. There was hint of pride in his dark-eyed gaze, his lips curved into a faint smile.

      “How does it feel?” he asked, knowingly.

      “…weird—but kind of—good?” Ian’s hands trembled as he stared down at them, his expression a mixture of awe and shock. “Y-you were right. It’s not h-hard, once you relax. It’s just—a little weird at first?”

      “At first. Takes a bit of getting used to. Open air helps. Lots of room helps. Patience helps. Remember that your wings are an extension of you,” Maury said, simply. “Always an extension of you. The sooner you get used to that, the easier it is to move them.”

      “That might take a while,” Ian grumbled.

      “It’s different for everyone,” Maury said. “Most Healers and Medics will tell you that it’s good to have at least one-thousand wing extensions within your first week. Some will claim it’s to bring good luck and health to your wings, but others will just say it’s necessary.”

      “One-thousand?” Ian winced. “T-that’s a lot.”

      “But it gets better as you go, doesn’t it?” Maury smiled, gently.

      “—yeah. It kinda hurt when I started, but now it’s—not so bad. Kind of dulled a bit more. Feels smoother?”

      “Because the scales and skin are adjusting.” Maury kicked his feet a bit, scraping his booted heels on the side of the rock outcropping. “The more you focus on the in-out-in of it all, the easier it gets. The more natural it feels. The less you have to think about it. Until it’s nothing more than a reflex.”

      “A thousand’s a lot though.”

      Maury chuckled. “It’s partially superstition, though I’ve never known anyone who actually did it, to have any sort of a problem. Most make it a couple hundred in and find that it’s enough, so they don’t bother to complete it.”

      “And you?”

      “…I did five hundred. Then I ran out of free time for wing exercises and that was a different kind of excuse. I would’ve gone all the way through, if I had the chance. It was feeling pretty nice after the three-hundred mark.”

      Ian’s brow furrowed. “How did you run out of time?”

      Maury hesitated. “That’s rather personal, actually.”

      “Oh.” Ian’s face fell. He gently swung his arms overhead, stretching carefully, before focusing enough to push his wings out and then curl them towards his body.

      It worked, just as expected.

      Maury studied him for a moment. “Do not take that personally. Perhaps one day I will tell you, when I know you can bear to hear it. I’m afraid it’s a rather sad story otherwise and there is no happy ending to come, because time has passed and things have changed. Come on now, let’s have another one.” Maury gave a nod of approval. “You’re doing very well.”

      Ian flushed a soft pink, turning away to hide it. “…thanks.”

      “Just keep practicing. You’ll be glad you did tomorrow.” Maury smoothed his fingers over a rough, ridged scar on his hand.

      It had yet to fade away with his natural healing.

      At present, keeping his empathy in a tightly-wrapped bubble was taking a slight strain on him. He wanted to reach out and feel everything, all at once, yet the practical side of him knew that it was better to wait it out. To give himself time and space, while allowing Ian the same.

      He couldn’t miss the way that Ian kept looking to him for reassurance and guidance. It was too innocent and earnest, tugging on heartstrings that he’d tried to keep so carefully hidden these days.

      It was, indeed, a very sad story, but it was also a part of who he was.

      When Ian snuck a glance at him again, Maury bit back the urge to sigh.

      Perhaps it was something he ought to share.

      It wasn’t like Ian didn’t know what kind of Circle they were, even if he didn’t quite understand the context, just yet. The Elswood Clan had been a formidable family during its time and he’d grown well, albeit a tad later than others in his direct family line. Most had come into their inheritances without fuss or flare.

      He’d—suffered.

      “I ran out of time, because my family was assassinated three days after my inheritance came in,” Maury said, matter-of-factly. “It was a very unfortunate situation and an extremely difficult time in my life. Because of that, I was busy planning funerals and trying to keep the estate from falling into greedy hands. I was also in mourning. It is very hard to focus on happy, fluttering wings, when you want to just dig a hole in the ground and never come out. I managed five hundred, because I couldn’t focus on anything else. My wings were heavy for months afterward, though when I did have it checked out, I’m told they were perfectly fine. Just a side effect of the Empathy, I suppose.”

      “Oh,” Ian said, again, this time, softer than before. “I-I’m sorry?”

      Maury offered a tentative smile. There was genuine remorse behind that and a flicker of worry as well.

      “That was probably more than you wanted to know, but I don’t really see the point in telling a short, sanitized version of it,” he said. “You’re staying with us, so sooner or later, you’ll hear someone make a crack at it. At me, specifically. I am the last living Elswood and that carries some weight with it. The kind of weight that is both a blessing and a curse.”

      “…how?” Ian ventured.

      “Keep practicing,” Maury said, indulgently. “Maybe I’ll answer that some other time, hm? I’d say that’s enough of my tragic history for one day. We have something happier to celebrate and I think it deserves to be celebrated.”

      Slowly, Ian nodded. He began to work on flexing his wings back and worth, before attempting another full extension.

      Maury turned his attention back to his Bonded scattered across the front yard of the estate. They were lazily sparring with each other in an impromptu tournament of sorts, with the winner fighting their way up.

      As best as he could figure, the prize was either Julian or Mallex and there was a fair amount of flirting happening in between of the sparring.

      Cute.

      It was always amusing to watch when they did that, especially from his vantage point. No one had drawn blood, which meant they were fighting to show off techniques that they would otherwise never quite need in a proper fight.

      Maury was content to split his attention between them and Ian, amused to see and hear the light heckling as sparring partners switched out. At least they were mostly keeping their hands to themselves, but he could feel the heady thrum of desire racing along in the back of their shared bonds.

      They were happy, for now, so he’d let it be.

      Ryuusen’s bond was quiet, but calm, so Maury let it be.
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        * * *

      

      Ian practiced until a bobbing bubble of flame zipped up to hover in mid-air in front of him. He skittered back with a yelp, nearly tumbling off the side of the little outcropping, before Maury caught him with a thin lasso of green magic.

      “Easy there. Easy!” Maury said, soothingly. “It’s just Cole. He’s letting us know that he made some fruit salad and we should come and help ourselves. That’s what that particular bit of flame means.”
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