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Chapter 1

Here is a line for those who like to note if they are First Time Readers (FTR) or Re-Readers (RR).  







Tasha’s POV:

I hummed and gently nuzzled the two eggs that were nestled together on top of the soft sand. Small motions from within caused both of them to rock slightly. It was just one of the signs that they were getting close to hatching.

I curled around them in the shallow indentation, lowering my chin onto the warm sand. It wasn’t much of a nest, but it was what they needed. Despite the urge to cover the eggs with my wing, I resisted. They needed the warmth from the small heat lamp above.

My head faced the opening of the small dome hut that Taureen had built. I could hear him in the kitchen, and from the light clinking of a knife on a cutting board, he was likely dicing up fruit for Keegan and me.

My mate, Keegan, was out with Aeria as they inspected incoming spaceships. It was only lunch time, but they would likely be coming back soon. He was also getting more temperamental as the eggs got closer to hatching, so his shifts had been shortened. As soon as I had started digging out the nest, I had been taken off the work rotation completely. 

I hadn’t realized just how much my instincts and hormones would affect me during the nesting phase. The drive to protect the nest was quite strong, and even my normally timid and shy mate discovered that he had a fierce side hidden somewhere underneath those silver scales of his.

I could barely leave the room without constantly worrying, even if Keegan and Aeria were guarding the nest. And considering that the nest was inside the house, it wasn’t as if anyone could get in without it sending an alert to Taureen’s wrist comm. It was also on a corner end table, so I didn’t have to worry about bugs or anything crawling on the floor.

With a gusty sigh, I got to my feet and left the hut. Hovering wasn’t going to make them hatch any faster. The entrance was small enough that I had to crouch down and tightly fold my wings to fit through it. That was exactly what I had wanted, though.

I spread my wings in a stretch as I looked back at the hut. Taureen had made it look like a tree stump. The entrance was close to the wall, so anyone entering the room wouldn’t be able to see the red light of the small heat lamp inside, nor the two small, pearly-white eggs resting on the sand.

There was a second tray of sand on the same end table with a larger heat lamp just above it where either Keegan or I could relax while keeping close to the nest. I curled up underneath the larger heat lamp and spread my wings to catch the warmth.

Keegan’s mindvoice entered my mind. “We’re almost there.”

I could tell that he included Taureen in the telepathic heads-up, which meant that I didn’t have to relay the information. While I waited for them to arrive, I rested my chin on the edge of the sand tray, facing the hallway. I couldn’t see the door from this corner of the living room, but I didn’t want to leave the nest just yet. 

The sound of the door quietly sliding open made me sit up with my wings half-unfurled. Aeria walked into the room with Keegan on her shoulder. He didn’t even wait for her to remove his harness before he jumped into the air to fly towards me with a joyful cry. My own wings bit into the air as they sent me forward to greet him. Our wings brushed as we spun around one another in a complex acrobatic display, happy to be reunited again.

It felt good to stretch my muscles and give my wings a bit of exercise. I hadn’t gone out much lately, too paranoid that something would happen while I was gone.

We both settled on the end table, and Aeria approached us once we folded our wings. 

She greeted me as she removed Keegan’s harness, “Hello, Tasha. How is your day going so far?”

I snorted faintly, still somewhat irritated with my own overprotective instincts. I let her feel how my dragonet motherly hormones were having a hayday with my emotions. 

I shook myself as I commented, “I’m doing well enough, but these eggs had better hatch soon or guests won’t even be able to stop by.”

Taureen came out of the kitchen with two bowls of mixed fruit. He had also heard my comment and inquired, “Are you sure that having them hatch is going to help? Personally, I think that having nestlings is only going to amplify your protectiveness.”

Keegan chimed in, “I think Taureen is correct. I spoke with Drake, and he said that the intense protectiveness doesn’t really start to fade until after they are able to fly.”

“I hope not.” I sighed. “I feel like shredding something, and Taureen is already going to have to replace that scratching post.”

Aeria glanced over to the piece of wood that had practically been reduced to shavings. “You really did a number on that log. Tkael and Soranto offered to bring a replacement over tonight.” Aeria moved her gaze to me and smiled. “I think Soranto is hoping that you will at least let him into the house if he comes bearing gifts.”

Keegan snickered, clearly remembering when Soranto had tried to enter the living room the other day, only for me to immediately dive-bomb him. 

I narrowed my eyes at him. “You were barely a wingbeat behind me on that assault.”

He grinned unrepentantly at me; neither of us were willing to let anyone other than Taureen or Aeria into the living room at this point. Keegan had mostly bonded with Aeria, but he didn’t have a problem accompanying Taureen and me as we inspected incoming spaceships for the troublesome – and detested – crawlers and sicora.

Taureen put the two bowls on the edge of the table before he sat on the closest couch cushion. Aeria sat on the chair on the other side of the end table, also picking the closest seat available.

I daintily nibbled on a piece of strawberry as Keegan investigated his own bowl. Taureen put a few gadgets on the edge of the end table, and I flattened my ear tufts in dislike.

“Mind if I weigh and scan the eggs again?”

Even though we did this every day, he knew I was touchy about the eggs. 

I shook myself hard until my scales tinkled, but still told him, “Go ahead…”

I watched as Taureen picked up the fake stump and set it to the side, revealing the two eggs sitting in the sandy depression. I promptly forgot about my lunch and walked a few steps over to the edge of the now-exposed nest. Taureen reached over and gently picked up one of the eggs.

My eyes followed it as he put it on the scale and noted its weight. Next, he picked up the scanner and held it over the egg, producing an image of a tiny, curled-up dragonet. The two eggs had developed a lot over the last three weeks, and I was pretty sure they would hatch in the next day or so.

I shifted my weight anxiously; the images the scanner produced may have been very interesting, but it was extremely hard to let him bring the eggs out when all I wanted to do was hide them from any prying eyes. 

I was apparently going to be one of those paranoid mothers…

Taureen was keeping detailed notes and records of all the scans and measurements. The Kymari Elders weren’t aware of our intelligence and wanted him to keep track of every single detail since we were the first pair of dragonets to nest in captivity. 

Even though it had been five years since Taureen had patched up my wing, there were only two other dragonet pairs in the care of the Kymari, although a dozen other individuals had chosen to leave the wild to hunt sicora and crawlers with a Kymari handler.

Taureen returned the egg to the warm sand and picked up the other one with surprising care and gentleness. The egg almost disappeared in his large hand. It wasn’t much bigger than my head, so it seemed particularly tiny and fragile in the hand of a ten-foot-tall alien.

The Kymari weren’t the only ones keeping tabs on our growing family. The dragonets still remaining in the park were also requesting frequent updates from Keegan and me. Most of them were not in favor of our plans, but we really wanted a family.

Keegan and I had debated for a couple of years if it was wise for us to have children. Our biggest concern was about what would happen to them, since the majority of the Kymari were under the impression that we were just clever animals with a penchant for tracking deadly sicora and crawlers. 

Taureen had made some careful inquiries, and word came back saying that any hatchlings would remain with us until they bonded to another Kymari, who would then become their handler. 

Taureen also promised that he would quietly arrange some sort of distraction to allow the youngster to ‘escape’ if he or she wanted to go into the wild. They would have to hide for a few months, but those in the park had already agreed to protect and raise any who didn’t want to be in the Kymari’s care. 

Most Kymari found it difficult to tell individual dragonets apart, so it would only be a month or so before they could no longer positively identify the rapidly-growing youngster apart from the other wild fledglings.

Keegan left his bowl of fruit to walk over and nuzzle me reassuringly, although I knew he wasn’t entirely happy about the eggs being touched either. I nuzzled my silver mate back; it had taken him almost a year to leave the park to follow me, but much to my delight, he had eventually managed to overcome his shyness. 

I turned my head to watch Taureen scan the second egg. The scanners were sophisticated enough that I knew I had one son and one daughter on the way. As the first two dragonets to hatch around the Kymari, they were undoubtedly going to have some stories to tell in a few years.

I was relieved to see that they were developing properly. None of the dragonets had seen any deformities yet – and that was saying something considering that most of us hadn’t started out life as a miniature dragon.

That little detail was also something that none of the Kymari were aware of, and we had no intention of telling them either. The trusted Kymari handlers knew that most of the adult dragonet population had hatched in a human lab, but nothing before that, and they probably assumed that our eggs had been stolen from our parents.

We had originally kept that detail hidden because we wanted to keep our true level of intelligence and our distant past hidden. Now, all of the dragonet handlers knew of our intelligence, even if it took their companion several months to inform them. 

Our former human past was just a historic detail known only to the dragonets. It would slowly disappear into the past, since it had no relevance to today’s world or to the new additions to the dragonet population.

Taureen placed the egg back in the nest and put the fake tree stump above them once more. I sighed and shook myself yet again as Keegan draped his wing over me sympathetically. 

These kids were stressing me out, and they hadn’t even hatched yet.


Chapter 2

Tasha’s POV:

I was inside the hut again when the doorbell rang. I hissed fiercely as my head swung around to face the entrance of the fake stump. I heard Keegan echo my hiss from a perch on the wall above. Taureen remained sitting on the couch next to the table, although I heard Aeria’s footsteps heading down the hallway towards the door.

“Tkael, Soranto, thank you for bringing the new scratching post. I would invite you in, but I doubt you would even get through the doorway at the moment.”

“I assume the eggs are hatching?” The deep voice belonged to Tkael.

“We think so,” she replied, “or else they are so close that Tasha won’t even let Taureen touch them.”

Soranto joined the conversation. “Well, if she isn’t letting him touch them, then I certainly don’t want to see how she would react to my presence. We’ll leave the scratching post here. If you need anything else, just let us know.”

“Thank you very much. Have a good evening.”

“You too. Send some pictures when you get the chance. I can’t wait to see how cute they are, and it’ll probably be weeks before I will get a chance to see them if Tasha has any say in the matter.”

I snorted faintly as the door closed – he wasn’t getting near my children. I turned my head to nuzzle the eggs once more, humming deeply to them. In response, they resumed their rocking. They could hear me and had instinctively become motionless when I had hissed.

They had apparently been much closer to hatching than I had realized at lunchtime. Shortly after our evening meal, they had started trying to break free. Even as much as I trusted Taureen, I simply couldn’t bear to let him touch the eggs at this moment. He had been perfectly understanding and was content to sit on the couch beside the nest, watching through the entrance.

The hatching process could take several hours, and they had been going at it for at least an hour. I wasn’t about to leave the nest anytime soon and simply stood guard over them like a broody hen.

And heaven help any person who tried to stick their hand in the entrance…

The eggs were rocking and rolling to some energetic beat known only to them. The slightly larger egg had a few cracks in it, and I suspected that it wouldn’t be much longer before the hatchling inside freed himself.

The other egg was rolling all over the place – even managing to somehow roll up and out of the nest several times, causing me to gently guide the egg back into nest before pushing more sand around the rim of the nest to make it higher.

I seriously hoped that my daughter didn’t have that much energy when she finally hatched. Even in the egg, she was trying to get into mischief.

Time passed slowly as I thrummed encouragement to the two eggs. They paused occasionally to rest, but both eggs had several cracks marring their shells.

A crack announced the arrival of my first child; the larger shell finally split open, letting the blue dragonet squirm free, his oversized wings sprawling in all directions. Like any baby, he cried out in distress and confusion. Thrumming louder, I nuzzled him in reassurance while I used my tail to flick the two empty shell pieces out the entrance.

Keegan and I already had several names picked out, with the color of the hatchling’s scales being the determining factor.

I mindspoke the three in the room, “Dirk just hatched.”

Keegan trilled his happiness from under the heat lamp beside the stump. Joy colored his voice. “Now all that remains to be seen is what our daughter’s name will be.”

Taureen’s fancy scanner was able to determine their gender, but not the color of their scales. There were three possible colors for a female; gold, red, and green – and thus, three possible names.

I moved my tail to form a shield around Dirk as his sister’s egg exuberantly careened right in his direction, almost as if she had him on her radar. My tail gently deflected her egg even as I started to lightly rub warm sand across Dirk’s damp wings to dry them. His scales would be very soft and delicate for the next day or so until they hardened.

His neck seemed far too flimsy to hold his head up, and his head bobbed unsteadily when he tried to move it. The soft, blunt claws would soon harden, although it would be a few weeks before they got sharp.

He had the appeal that most young creatures had, and like most mothers, I was convinced that he was as cute as a button. His over-sized and uncoordinated wings made him look particularly adorable.

It didn’t take me long to clean up Dirk and help him settle down for a nap. He managed to curl up into a tiny ball all on his own, although he had needed some assistance with his wings.

His sister’s egg was currently rolling around me in laps.

Her laps weren’t exactly intentional. I had curled up around her sleeping brother, using my tail, body, and wings to form a barricade, and she was simply rolling against my scales since the now-raised sides of the nest finally kept her contained in the nest.

I bumped her egg with my snout, humming more deeply. She responded with a few more rather-energetic rolls before pausing, likely to rest. Keegan poked his head into the entrance, and I stretched out my neck to bump noses with my mate.

He reached further in to gently nuzzle the blue hatchling before backing out of the entrance momentarily. There wasn’t enough room in the stump for both of us to fit comfortably, but it wasn’t long before Keegan returned with a small bowl of fruit and stuck his head and shoulders in the entrance.

I ate a few pieces while Keegan nudged Dirk awake with a croon. Dirk may have been soundly asleep, but the sound had an immediate effect as he woke up and began creeling for food.

It was kind of surprising how much food he managed to eat before instantly falling into a sound sleep. Keegan reluctantly backed out of the entrance; he didn’t want to leave, but even though his head and arms fit in the entrance, the small opening pinched his wings and sides. My daughter’s egg did another lap around me.

Several laps later, I finally pinned her egg between my hands. The activity inside stilled, as if in shock that I had curtailed her movement. It didn’t last long though, and shortly afterwards, she resorted to knocking around inside the egg once more. With her efforts no longer being converted into momentum, the cracks spread rapidly across the egg.

Finally, at long last, one corner of the shell broke open, and a scarlet snout stuck itself out of the hole as she took her first real breaths of fresh air. The small egg tooth on the end of her nose would fall off within hours, but it was needed to break out of the hard shell. I sent a mental image of it to the others, trying to include them as best I could when my protective motherly instincts were in overdrive.

Tessa’s nose withdrew into her shell as she began rocking and banging around again. I carefully broke a few pieces away from her air hole as I enlarged the opening somewhat.

It was as much assistance as I dared to give her. Forcing the hatching of any bird or reptile was often detrimental to their health, and I wasn’t about to take a chance with my daughter when she was doing a fine job on her own.

Before too much time had passed, she managed to break free, squeaking in alarm at the sudden lack of confining walls. I quickly dried her off as Keegan brought more fruit. She ate just as much as her brother had before falling asleep.

I finally stood up with a tired sigh, regarding the two tiny balls of blue and red scales that were curled up side by side. My wing muscles were stiff, and I really wanted to stretch – something that wasn’t possible in this small shelter.

Considering that they were sleeping soundly and shouldn’t wake for at least another hour, I decided to take a break while I could. I squeezed through the narrow entrance before spreading my wings in a wide stretch, arching my back as my claws sunk deep into the sand. Finished, I shook my scales until they chimed as I looked around.

Taureen was still on the couch beside the end table, as he had been since the eggs had first started seriously rocking. The sun hadn’t set yet, so I assumed that roughly three hours had passed, which was about average according to the other dragonets.

The long wait didn’t seem to bother the ever-patient Kymari as he asked, “How are they doing?”

“They are sleeping at the moment. Although I doubt that will last long.” I looked at the bowl of fruit on the edge of the table. “We are going to need more fruit than that before the sun rises.”

He looked at the bowl in mild surprise; it currently held more than what I normally ate in one sitting. “I’m not sure how they can possibly eat that much, but I will bring more out before I go to bed.”

Having previously helped feed several nestlings, I knew what I was up against. Thankfully, there was always a large stockpile of fruit in the kitchen, so it wasn’t as if we would run out. I was capable of getting the fruit out of the preservation shelves and cutting it up, but I knew that Taureen preferred to do it.

I asked Keegan, “Can you watch the nest for a moment?”

“Of course.”

After three hours, I really needed a bathroom break and quickly flew to the bathroom. The Kymari lavatories were fairly similar to the old human ones, and it was possible for the dragonets to use them. A shallow dish of water and a soft towel on the counter allowed us to rinse off our hands and feet.

The youngsters would use a litter tray filled with sand until they weren’t so clumsy, although I would be cleaning the nest for the first couple of days. Taureen had been kind enough to sew small scraps of leather into gloves so I didn’t have to touch their ‘presents’ with my bare hands. The wild dragonets usually used leaves for this chore.

I was just thankful that I would only have to do it for a couple of days. They would be mobile enough to walk within two days. By the end of the week, they would be able to fly; a clumsy flight, but flight nonetheless.

Dragonets grew up quickly. From what we had seen so far, by the end of their first year, they were basically young adults and almost as big as their parents, although it would be about five years before they were fully grown and mature.

But that was a long way into the future; they weren’t even an hour old yet, and they had a lot of growing ahead of them.





––––––
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Chapter 3

Tasha’s POV:

The sound of hungry creeling disturbed my sleep yet again. I wasn’t sure which one started it, but the second hatchling swiftly joined the clamor for more food.

I muttered to Keegan, “Your turn. I fed them the last two times…”

The hatchlings had woken up at least twice an hour to demand food, and like the puppy I had once had, as soon as they had been fed, they left something to be cleaned up. Between the feeding and the cleaning, I had barely gotten any sleep all night. Keegan hadn’t fared much better, even though we had been taking turns.

Taureen had originally left his bedroom door open in case we needed something, but had closed it around midnight, telling us to mindspeak him if we required anything. The sound-proof door was probably a blessing; it shouldn’t have been possible for the two tiny creatures to make so much noise.

Even as tired as I was, it was hard to fall asleep since my ear tufts perked up at any sound. My instincts were making me a light sleeper since I had hatchlings that I might need to defend from predators. The timer on the main heat lamp had switched the light off when the sun set, although it kept producing heat. A very dim light in the room had been left on to allow us to see without disturbing our attempts to sleep.

We were laying right in front of the stump entrance, and Keegan sluggishly went inside to drop more food into the ravenous maws of our children. A faint odor made me wrinkle my nose. Well, what goes in, has to come out, but one of those two has some seriously nasty gas. I’m glad that I’m not inside the small hut at the moment.

I also knew what the gas was heralding, and it wasn’t long before Keegan came out to fetch the leather gloves. The creels died down now that the nestlings were sated and relieved. Keegan exited the hut with a small disposable baggie that he promptly took to the air-tight garbage can by the backdoor.

He came back and curled up beside me. I rested my head against his shoulder as I fell back to sleep.





       Yawning sleepily, I dropped more slivers of fruit into two pink mouths that were apparently attached to black holes. If nothing else, the insatiable babies were visibly bigger, even though it was only just after lunch.

Eventually, they were full once more, and curled around one another to sleep. I nuzzled them affectionately as I mindlinked my love towards them. They were far too young for speech - or even coherent thoughts - but I did get back a very faint sense of full stomachs and pleasantly warm sand.

Their ability to use mindspeech would develop as they grew. As their parents, Keegan and I would be the only ones they would be able to ‘speak’ to for about three weeks. After that point, things could get fun… Thankfully, by the time they would be old enough to use true mindspeech, they would also be old enough to understand that they should only speak to other dragonets or certain Kymari.

I left the stump and flopped down under the heat lamp where Keegan was attempting to nap. Although, it really wasn’t possible to sleep anywhere in the vicinity while the hatchlings were creeling.

Taureen commented from his seat, “After listening to the amount of noise those two make, I’m simply baffled as to how no Kymari have managed to locate a wild dragonet’s nest.”

Regarding him out of one sleepy eye, I replied, “If a Kymari gets too close to a wild nest, the parents give a quiet warning hiss, and the youngsters will remain silent for some time.”

The noisy hatchlings in the nest seemed to amuse Taureen. “Most tend to think that dragonets are very quiet. Just before lunch, I released an audio recording of them due to the numerous requests for an update. I suspect that several Kymari will search the park for the next few days, trying to be the first to locate and observe a wild nest. They are curious to see what kind of differences there may be between how the wild ones raise their young and what my notes and records show.”

“Considering that no one else has children who are still young enough to remain in the nest, I wish them luck with that search.”

Taureen chuckled in amusement as he turned his attention back to the Kymari version of a laptop, letting me sleep. Aeria had left the house to visit her family and buy some more fruit.

Taureen wouldn’t leave the house while I was here, and I certainly wasn’t leaving the immediate vicinity until my children could fly. He was willingly remaining in and around the house because I wasn’t going anywhere any time soon. Sometimes his dedication simply boggled my mind.





       Impatient and demanding creeling woke me up yet again, even though I had just barely fallen asleep. I now saw why most parents welcomed help after the first day or so.

The hatchlings weren’t quite twenty-four hours old, but they had certainly kept me awake most of that time, and I had been awake during the daylight hours before that as well. The lack of sleep affected my dragonet body far more than it had affected me as a human.

Taureen quietly asked, “Do you want me to feed them? I can keep an eye on them if you two want to get some decent sleep for the next couple of hours.”

Originally, he had said that he was more than willing to help, and we just had ask. We hadn’t asked yet, nor had we accepted any assistance, simply due to how protective we were. This was his first direct offer, but considering that I hadn’t let him even move the stump yet to get a good look at the hatchlings, his inquiry was tentative.

This was also about the time that most dragonet parents finally gave into their exhaustion and accepted help with the hatchlings; their desire for rest overcoming their refusal to let anyone else near the nest.

Keegan whispered tiredly into my mind, “I’m not sure about you, but I’m ready for a solid hour of uninterrupted sleep. We can see how he does and decide if we want to take a nap on his pillow.”

With a big sigh of resignation, I finally accepted the inevitable. I tiredly told Taureen, “Alright.”

I sat up to supervise with watchful eyes as Taureen carefully lifted the stump and moved it to the side. The sudden open air and change in light made the hatchlings fall silent and huddle down, instinctively trying to become less noticeable in case of danger.

I crooned a reassurance from where I sat under the main heat lamp, and with that encouragement, they immediately lifted their heads with open mouths as they resumed begging.

Taureen picked up the dish of sliced fruit as he teased me, “Are you sure you were feeding them? They sound like they haven’t eaten in days.”

I snorted loudly, and Keegan coughed a laugh at the unexpected comment.

Rolling my eyes, I replied, “Right. Your fruit is faulty; it isn’t keeping them full.”

He started feeding the hatchlings the tiny pieces of fruit. “If I recall correctly, you were the one who picked out the fruit.”

Flicking my wings, I dismissed his comment without a reply. It was the truth, though; I had spent quite a bit of time examining the large selection of fruit that Taureen had in the kitchen. Fruit that was really sweet, sour, or acidic was out of the question for the tiny babies. Once they had grown big enough to fly, we could slowly expand their diet.

The appearance of a large green hand caught the hatchlings off guard at first, but they almost immediately realized that it held food, and that was good enough for them. Even watching Taureen closely, I couldn’t find anything to criticize. He fed a single small piece to one hatchling before feeding the other one. The type of fruit was also changed and distributed evenly between the two.

I really wasn’t that surprised by his tender care. As my bond animal handler, Taureen probably spent far more time observing me and studying my behaviors than I wanted to contemplate. If someone were to ask how I would react to a certain situation, chances were that Taureen’s response would probably be more accurate than my own.

Apparently, Keegan also came to this conclusion, and stood up with a huge yawn before flying down the hallway as he headed to Taureen’s bedroom for some sleep. As tired as I was, I kept watching, not quite ready to give up my guard post just yet.

I remained, observing, as Taureen fed the two tiny creatures and cleaned up their presents. The stump was placed back over them so the heat lamp would keep them warm.

I sighed tiredly. “Thanks.”

He smiled sympathetically at me. “Anytime. Go get some sleep. I’ll watch over them until you wake up.”

I knew I could trust Taureen, and sleep beckoned to me like an undeniable siren’s song. With one last glance back, I took flight to go find Keegan as well as some peace and quiet. I landed lightly on Taureen’s pillow, where Keegan was already curled up. I wasted no time in curling up beside him and falling asleep.





       I felt much better when I woke up, and judging from the darkness outside the window, it was the middle of the night. To my surprise, Aeria was on her side of the bed - I hadn’t even noticed her come in. Keegan was still sleeping soundly, so I quietly flew out of the room. The lights had been turned down some, but Taureen was still in his seat, currently feeding the bottomless pits again.

I landed on one of the shoulder pads that he always wore as I watched him continue to feed the hatchlings.

Taureen murmured, “Are you feeling better?”

“Yes. How long was I asleep?”

“Most of the night. Are they supposed to wake up this often at night? With birds, the chicks sleep through the night.”

I scratched at an ear tuft. “It will be a few weeks before they stop wanting to eat constantly, but they will be able to feed themselves within a few days.”

“That makes sense. I did notice that they are moving a bit more than they did before, and I’m pretty certain that they have grown while I have been sitting here.” The slight disbelief in his voice made me chuckle.

“All that food has to go somewhere, and they will grow quickly. Within just a few days, it will be nearly impossible to confine them in that nest.”

The blue and scarlet hatchlings finally quieted and fell asleep once more.

Taureen said, “I’m getting a lot of request for updates, particularly pictures. I did release an update that you finally let me see them, and apparently, everyone wants to see pictures of cute babies. Feel like posing with them?”

The pictures would be inevitable, so I decided to accept it as gracefully as I could. It didn’t bother me if he took pictures of me, but the hatchlings were still a touchy subject. I jumped down to the end table and curled up around them as I partially mantled one wing over the intertwined ball of blue and red scales. As best as I could tell, the tight ball had three wings, one head, two legs, and a tail…

The camera was soon pointed in my direction, and I gazed towards the window at the side of the room, trying for a relaxed, yet watchful, pose. Taureen took a few pictures before scrolling through them.

“So, how bad do I look?”

“Like you aren’t exactly impressed that I removed the stump, which was to be expected. If the babies weren’t two different colors, then I would have to reassure people that there were still two of them. They look particularly tiny in the picture.”

I went over to my food bowl and had a midnight snack while Taureen replaced the hut over the sleeping duo and posted the picture on the Kymari version of the internet. Curling up under the main heat lamp, I decided to try for another nap since it was nighttime and I wasn’t exactly too sure how much sleep I would get over the next few days.


Chapter 4

Tasha’s POV:

I nudged Tessa over the edge of the nest as she shakily crawled over to the low pan with litter. Even though it was only the beginning of the third day, the difference in the hatchlings’ size and coordination was remarkable. It was enough of a difference that I really had to start calling them nestlings at this point.

As much as I detested it, I had agreed that the stump could be permanently removed, allowing the nestlings to remain under the main heat lamp that Keegan and I used. It made it easier for Taureen and Aeria to help feed Tessa and Dirk. I had scratched a shallow dip out for a nest, but it wasn’t as deep since potty training had to start sometime.

Tessa quickly did her business, even clumsily attempting to cover the smelly leavings, before stumbling back towards the nest. As she started to go over the edge of the nest, her legs gave out, causing her to roll into the nest with a surprised squeak. It was only one roll, so I wasn’t too concerned.

She remained laying on her back as she blinked at the world around her. The slight haze in her eyes showed that her sight still hadn’t cleared up, which was to be expected at such a young age.

Out of curiosity, I bumped her with my nose, sending a mental picture of how she looked on her back. She gave a chirping whistle and tried to respond the same way. It wasn’t her first attempt at mindlinking, and her efforts usually didn’t succeed, but the slightly blurry image of my golden face appeared in my mind. Things in the background were just vague blurry splotches of color.

Aeria was sitting nearby and smiled tenderly at the rather cute-looking nestling. These two were just as irresistible as a couple of tiny kittens, so I couldn’t exactly blame her. She reached out to dangle a string with several large, shiny beads above the silly scarlet youngster.

The sparkly object immediately had Tessa’s attention, and she stared at the slightly swaying object in fascination before trying to reach out to bat at it with her hands.





~ ~ ~ Tessa’s POV:

It was shiny. I didn’t know what it was, but I wanted it. It swayed back and forth temptingly, and I tried to catch it again, but it was just out of my reach. It was also fast. It evaded my hands time and time again.

I tried harder, stretching my hands further up, yet it kept evading my grasp. Eventually, I gave up, curling my arms against my chest and creeling piteously at it, begging it to come down.

It must have heard me since it came closer. I watched it, biding my time. Glimmers of the proper ways to ambush things flickered along the edge of my thoughts, distracting me with their clarity and knowledge. Light reflected off of the sparkly thing, reclaiming my attention once more. It was almost close enough…

There! I was quick enough to grab it this time. I wrapped myself around it to prevent it from escaping. It tugged lightly in my grasp, trying to escape. I rolled over to pin it beneath my stomach, and it finally lay limp.

I caught it! I caught the shiny! It was mine now!

Keeping my hands on it, I stood up to get a better look at my new treasure. It shimmered and glimmered from between my claws. I bared my teeth in prideful success at my accomplishment.

A deep, off-key crooning from the side made me look over. The big green one was holding something red in her fingers. More food! I had just finished eating, but there was always room for more!

Sitting back on my haunches, I opened my mouth wide. Mom, Dad, and the two big green ones took turns feeding us. The red thing was dropped into my mouth, and I chewed the juicy red thing in a couple of bites. A few other pieces were offered before my stomach told me that it just couldn’t hold any more at the moment. I closed my mouth and turned back to my shiny.

It was gone!

Was I sitting on it? Nope. My head spun around searching for the shiny, but it was gone. It must have been playing dead. That mean shiny! I wouldn’t make that mistake twice. Just wait until I caught it again.

A big yawn caught me off-guard, and I rustled my wings before curling up in the warm sand beside my brother. Next time he woke up, I would tell him about the shiny. Maybe he would help me catch it again. But then I would have to share it…

Perhaps I would wait for it to show up again. I had caught it once, after all. I was sure I could do it again.

Satisfied with that plan, I went back to sleep to bide my time until it appeared again…





~ ~ ~   Tasha’s POV:

I watched Tessa curl up, and within moments, soft snores could be heard. I teased Aeria, “Resorting to distraction? Shame on you…”

Aeria was still trying to contain her laughter. “I didn’t think I would be able to grab that string of beads without her noticing. But the look on her face when she realized that they were gone…”

Baring my teeth in a grin of my own, I replied, “I have to admit that the look of utter shock and disbelief was priceless. It’s too bad that you didn’t catch it on the recorder…”

She glanced over her shoulder as Taureen entered the room. She commented, “You missed the best part.”

He sat down on the couch with a look of amusement. “Not quite. Tasha shared Tessa’s reaction while I was in the kitchen.”

He put a fresh bowl of fruit at the edge of the end table; this bowl had larger pieces, obviously meant for Keegan and me. I promptly walked over to pick out pieces of my favorites.

Keegan had been lounging on a piece of driftwood attached to the wall above, and he swooped down before all of the good stuff was gone. Once we were full, we curled up beside the nest, also enjoying the heat from the lamp above.

Aeria used a scoop to remove the nestlings’ recent leavings from the litter and went to deposit them in the garbage disposal outside. The garbage disposal inside didn’t let any smell escape, but some things just weren’t meant to be kept inside a house.

Taureen sighed quietly before speaking, “The Elders want to make sure that the youngsters have exposure to several Kymari while growing up, even if all the guests do is sit in the same room where the children can see them.”

I pinned my ear tufts back with a hiss. “I am not in favor of this idea…”

“Nor am I, and I did tell them that you likely won’t let anyone else inside the house. They still request that a few of the people you are more familiar with make the attempt.”

Keegan growled lowly, but all of us knew that an Elder’s ‘request’ was practically law in the Kymari society.

“I assume that means Tkael, Soranto, and Alec?” I inquired.

He nodded. “Tkael and Soranto are coming tonight like they usually do. They want to wait a bit before Alec comes over, just in case his two fire lizards do something unexpected-”

I interrupted him with a disdainful snort. “Tom and Serena wouldn’t hurt them, and you know it.”

“Yes, I know. But I am just as certain that you would object to Alec’s presence as well. I tried to keep the visiting group as small as possible.”

I grumbled, but subsided in the face of his logic. He was right; the fewer visitors, the better, even if it meant that Tom and Serena didn’t get to see the hatchlings right away.

Taureen continued, “I can probably keep it to just those two for the next week or so, but it won’t be long before I will have to occasionally let others in to see the youngsters. If I offer to let Alec and our usual patrol guards inside in a couple of weeks, then it should keep the Elders satisfied that they are getting enough exposure to various Kymari until they are old enough to go with us on walks.”

Letting others near my children was an unwelcome thought, but I knew that Taureen would have done all he could to delay the appearance of guests. I was also aware that the Elders were hoping the hatchlings would gravitate towards one of the guests and form a bond with a person of their choosing – which was far preferable to having my children being taken away and handed to someone the Elders selected.

Taureen had reassured me many times that such a thing wasn’t done if bond animals had young, especially with a species they knew so little about. If anyone did try it, I was ready to launch a full-scale attack on them – and I knew exactly what kind of damage my claws and flame were capable of.

I turned to stare at Taureen as I double-checked one detail. “They will only be sitting in the room, correct?”

“On the far side of the room, and they know to keep a low profile.”

I slowly lowered my head to rest on my hands, not entirely happy about the upcoming change, but grudgingly accepting the attempt to let Taureen’s old friends inside his house again.

With the exception of the last three days, his friends had visited him every single night since the day Taureen had patched up my wing. It wasn’t as if their visit was going to be a new thing.





––––––
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Chapter 5

Tasha’s POV:

When the doorbell rang, I hissed and spread a wing over the sleeping dragonets. Keegan growled lowly from the perch above as he sat up, ready to dive-bomb our familiar guests if he deemed it necessary.

Taureen went to let Tkael and Soranto in as opposed to just calling out and letting them come in on their own. He led the way back into the room as the two Kymari cautiously followed him.

A fierce hiss was my greeting to them; although, to give them credit, they didn’t even glance in my direction. They likely thought that ignoring me would make me think they were unaware of the little ones under my wing.

They sat down on the couch on the far side of the room, still not looking in my direction.

Tkael asked Taureen, “How have you been doing? Getting tired of being cooped up yet?”

A tinge of guilt ran through me; Taureen wouldn’t leave the house while I was here, and I wasn’t about to leave the nestlings, even if Keegan and Aeria remained in the house.

Taureen didn’t seem bothered, though. “I have been doing a lot of work around the house. Almost all of the renovations are done at this point. It could possibly get tiresome in a few more days, but I suspect that I might be able to take Tasha out for a walk by then.”

Soranto was dubious. “I don’t see how you will get her away from her babies. Her maternal instincts are clearly alive and well. It’s surprising that she even let me in this room. If she wasn’t so set on hiding them from us, I bet she would have chased us out by now.”

Just for that comment, I was sorely tempted to do so. I refrained and simply growled at him again. Keegan was still sitting upright, alert and ready to make Soranto’s words come true. Keegan was shyer than me, so I doubted that he would go after our guests unless they got too close.

I also knew full well that they wouldn’t come close any time soon. For starters, Taureen wouldn’t allow it, and he was my designated handler. When it came to us, his word was almost law, unless an Elder overruled it. That didn’t take Keegan or myself into account either, and our claws were very sharp.

I remained where I was – with my wing over the nestlings – as the Kymari visited like they normally did. Tkael and Soranto didn’t look directly at me, although I knew they were subtly watching, hoping for a glimpse of the nestlings.

Movement beneath my wings told me that they were about to get their wish. Hungry creels sounded as one of the nestlings bumped the underside of my wing. Keegan swooped down to land beside me, ‘accidentally’ sitting in the best spot to prevent our two guests from seeing the nestlings.

I stretched my neck out to grab some fruit from a nearby bowl before finally lifting my wing. At this point, both nestlings were awake and convinced that they were dying of starvation. Keegan and I both fed the nestlings while frequently glancing at our company. I never caught them looking at us, but I was sure that they were.

Soranto’s disappointed comment confirmed my suspicions. “I can’t see anything due to how they are sitting.”

Taureen reached over to pick up a small sliver of fruit before feeding one of the nestlings. I rustled my wings in disapproval; he didn’t have to show off that we allowed him to help with the nestlings…

Dirk got to his feet as he began to walk towards the litter tray, and I swiftly stood up to stand beside him – conveniently using my body to block Soranto and Tkael’s view of my baby boy. Tessa was also starting to glance more and more frequently towards the litter tray between mouthfuls of fruit.

Tkael quietly said, “I am surprised that they are already learning to use a litter tray, although it makes sense, since the parents would want to keep the nest as clean as possible.”

“And the parents are just as obviously using their bodies to prevent us from seeing the little ones,” Soranto complained.

They were deliberately avoiding the use of our names to keep us from focusing on their discussion. Like most animals that were around intelligent beings, they knew that we picked up more than they likely realized, and the use of our names would always catch our attention.

It took a bit of coordination between Keegan and me, but we managed to get the nestlings to the litter tray and back while continuing to act as a sight barrier. I sighed in relief as I once more curled up around the nest with my wing over the children.

Keegan laid down beside me, draping his wing over my back and shoulder protectively. Little nudges from under my wing were evidence that the nestlings were starting to do more besides simply sleep and eat. I kept my wing in place, hoping that they would settle down and go to sleep.

After several squawks, a couple of whistles, and what felt like a few wrestling matches, they finally stilled once more in sleep. I was grateful that they had gone to sleep so easily. Within a day or so, they would be rambunctious and full of energy – and there would be no chance of containing them beneath my wing so easily.

And it wouldn’t be much longer before they would be too big to even completely fit under my wing.





~ ~ ~   Tessa’s POV:

I peeked over my shoulder, but still only saw one of the big green ones in the room. The word ‘Kymari’ quietly sat in the back of my mind. Mom, Dad, and the other big green one were in the backyard.

This was my chance to find the shiny again. I carefully looked across the end table, but it wasn’t there. Perhaps it was elsewhere. I might be able to see if it was around if I walked to the edge of the table.

I barely got to the edge of the sand tray before the green one’s hand gently pushed me back into the nest. I squawked as I rolled backwards down the slight incline. Getting to my feet, I tried to tell her that I just wanted to look for the shiny, but – somehow – I knew that she couldn’t hear my mindvoice.

I tried climbing out again and again; each time getting gently rolled back into the nest. Whining pitifully, I tried to get my message across with physical sounds.

She spoke aloud with words that my jaws simply couldn’t replicate, “What’s the matter? Is the sun calling to you, too? I’m not sure how old you guys usually are when you start to feel the Morning Song… Hmmm… I know.”

Reaching over, she picked me up in her hands. My feet had never been off of the sand before, and I tried to hang onto her hands tightly in my sudden fear. I quickly curled my tail around me so that I was completely laying in her hands. The ground was really far away now, and I didn’t want to risk falling.

She walked across the room with smooth strides before stopping in front of the window. I stared in shock, my apprehension of being so high up completely forgotten. I had never seen anything like it before. There were so many pretty colors; oranges, yellows, blues, and wisps of pink. Something big and bright was peeking above ground.

It was far nicer than the shiny I had been searching for, and it taunted me from its distant hiding place. I lacked words for it. It was… It was… Knowledge came to me and gave it a name. It was the sun.

The hidden knowledge also told me that the sun rose every day! Always in the place called East, and the pretty colors were part of the sunrise. It was nearly impossible to tear my eyes away from it, but I saw Mom and Dad sitting on a big piece of wood not far away. They were also watching the sun.

The sun was demanding my attention and seemed to shimmer as it slowly rose. I shifted my weight restlessly; I really wanted to go to it, like it was calling me. I didn’t understand the longing and desire that its silent plea was creating.

Mom and Dad suddenly shot up into the sky, and I stared at them as they wove around one another in twists and twirls mid-air. The hidden knowledge provided faint images of other dragonets in a similar dance; a dance that answered the sun’s greeting – the Morning Song.

The sun distracted me as it called to me even more strongly. I spread my wings wide with a warbling whistle; I held tight to the green one’s hand as I tried a few clumsy flaps while I continued to whistle and trill at the sun. Some of my sounds seemed out of place, and I could see that Mom’s and Dad’s flight perfectly matched the rhythm I was feeling.

Harmonizing my voice to their song and dance was hard, but I wasn’t about to give up! My wings refused to fold while the sun called me, so I kept flapping them awkwardly – but they were starting to hurt. I had never used them like this before.

The sun had mostly risen by the time exhaustion made me stop. I laid in the green one’s hand, panting hard with my wings still half unfurled. Mom and Dad were still dancing, effortlessly flitting through the air. I wanted to dance like that. As I watched them, I promised myself that I would fly like that one day.

With a surprised snort, I sat up – the sun’s call was rapidly fading. The sun completely cleared the horizon, and even as I felt the call disappear into nothingness, Mom and Dad glided away from where they had danced.

The green one holding me murmured, “That was certainly interesting. It’s a pity I didn’t catch that on video for Tasha and Keegan.” She turned around as she headed back to the end table with the heat lamp. “Your brother didn’t even wake up.”

I blinked in disbelief at the blue ball of scales that had slept through the whole thing. I couldn’t believe it! The sun had called us – and he didn’t even wake up! Did he not realize just how serious this was?

I was gently put down on the sand, and I started chattering as I verbally scolded him. I walked over, making sure I didn’t roll down the slippery sand, before batting him with my wing as I bombarded him with mental images of what I had just seen.

He sleepily blinked at me, sending back a sense of confusion – unsure why I thought it was so important. I mindlinked him with actual words, which weren’t easy.

“The sun! It called us! You missed it! It was bright and pretty and yellow and blue and it made me want to dance!”

He yawned as he curled up tighter, his sleepy voice mumbled, “The light in the room is bright, and fruit is pretty. I will look at them when I wake up.”

I squawked my disbelief and frustration – the room light was not the rising sun! A slight snore told me that Dirk had already fallen asleep. I grumbled and muttered to myself, but I knew he just wasn’t going to believe me until he saw it himself.

That was the answer! Tomorrow, when the sun called again, I would wake him up so he could see it too! Then he could see it for himself! That was my plan.

Satisfied for now, I curled up beside him, scratching slightly at my ear tuft before falling asleep as well.


Chapter 6

Tasha’s POV:

Tessa was once more flapping her wings hard, although the flaps were closer to a backwinging or exercise flap as opposed to a take-off wingbeat. Dirk had his wings spread, but he was sunbathing under the heat lamp without any of the energy Tessa was showing.

I also knew what had triggered the change. Tessa had seen the sun rise – and once a dragonet saw it, they could feel the Morning Song. It changed us, and we could always feel the sunrise and the call of the Morning Song after that. It created a drive in us; without the Morning Song, we fell into a depression. I had one brush with that depression when Taureen had first taken me in with my broken wing.

Until that point, none of the dragonets had realized exactly what would happen if a dragonet didn’t see the sun rise for an extended period of time. A few days or even a week weren’t serious, but longer periods of time held a hidden danger where a lethargic depression crept in. I wasn’t entirely sure if Taureen realized it, but I suspected that it hadn’t slipped past his keen observation skills.

In a way, I was glad that Tessa was starting to strengthen her wings. Most youngsters made their first attempts at flight around day five, and it was already day four. Their growth rate was actually a bit ahead of the norm – likely due to the plentiful and nutritious fruit, but their walking and flight attempts were about a day behind. I wasn’t overly worried, but it was something to keep an eye on and note for the future.

I had a long conversation with Drake this morning, and both of us came to the conclusion that it was because Tessa and Dirk hadn’t seen the rising sun earlier. In the park, the youngsters usually saw the sunrise during their first day or two and felt the draw of the Morning Song.

The faint banging sounds from the back of the house were from Taureen completing the last of the renovations that he had been working on. The noise also distracted Tessa, who decided to get a snack from a bowl of fruit. They were mostly feeding themselves now, which was a relief for anyone who liked to sleep more than an hour at a time.

She started walking back to the nest before pausing and eyeing up her brother. I knew what was coming and simply watched in amusement. With a surprisingly coordinated leap, she pounced on her brother, who squalled his surprise and unhappiness. It immediately turned into a wrestling match that rolled around the nest.

I wasn’t about to break it up while it was just play, either. It was increasing their strength, stamina, coordination, and reflexes. They were still clumsy nestlings, but they were already a far cry from bumbling hatchlings that could barely even stand on their own power. Their development wasn’t going to slow down much until they were half my size, which would only take a few months. By the end of their first year, they would be almost as big as Keegan or me.

They were growing up right in front of my eyes, and they would basically be young adults by their first birthday, although it would take at least another four years before they were fully grown.

With that thought, I swooped down to join in the game for a bit of fun while they were still so small and cute.





Tessa’s POV:

Mom curled her tail around her feet patiently as she asked more strange questions, “If I say New York, what do you think?”

I was confused by her question, although the hidden knowledge showed me a strange, smelly place. I replied, “Gone, like all human places are.”

Dad tilted his head, also intent on this conversation. “There was a well-known fountain in one of the parks in that city, near the city hall. Do you know which one?”

His questions made no sense to me, although the hidden memories actually showed me an image of the large fountain he was referring to. I sent the image to them. “Was it in City Hall Park?” The words were strange and meant nothing to me, but they understood them perfectly.

Dad nodded slowly, although he seemed sad that I had known the answer. I scratched an itchy spot on my leg, waiting for the next strange question.

Mom asked, “Do you know what the Sydney Opera House looks like?”

I didn’t, but the hidden knowledge once more gave me an image of a weird white building that appeared to have fallen on its side. I shared the image with her as I moved my scratching to the edge of my wing.

She tilted her head as she asked, “Do you find it strange that you know what these places looked like, even though you have never seen them?”

The hidden knowledge was helpful. Didn’t everyone have it? It always explained everything for me, even if I couldn’t quite understand what it was showing me. I shared the feelings with Mom since I didn’t have words to explain my feelings.

Mom and Dad both looked over as Taureen entered the room. The other big green one’s name was Aeria, but she was in the backyard.

Taureen held up a small object. “Mind if I try oiling them? It will probably relieve their itching.”

Mom nodded, and I could tell that she was talking to Taureen even though I could still hear her. “Go ahead. It’s because they are growing so fast, but some youngsters will scratch until they bleed, and their claws are getting hard enough to possibly damage their scales.”

Taureen reached over and picked me up. After my trip this morning, I was nervous, but not scared. He put me on his knee before picking up the small glass bottle.

His deep voice was calm and reassuring. “Relax, Tessa. I’m going to make the itching go away.”

I watched him intently, ready to learn how he was going to accomplish this. I didn’t like it when I was itchy. He put something on his fingers before gently spreading my wing and rubbing the slippery liquid on. It felt good. Even better than sunbathing.

Wherever he rubbed, all of the itchiness disappeared. My head jerked up as I realized that I had almost fallen asleep. It was really hard to stay awake for some reason. The hidden knowledge once more helped me understand. He was spreading oil on my scales with a massage.

The ‘massage’ was wonderful. I wanted to do this every day. All of my muscles relaxed as he carefully spread the oil. My head soon rested on my hands as I tried to stay awake.





Tasha’s POV:

It was kind of amusing to watch the small red nestling practically melting with her first oiling. She was already half-asleep, but I was simply glad that her skin and scales would no longer be itching. Those in the park just had to endure it, with some trying mud baths or rubbing oily seeds over the itchy areas. None of those methods had a chance of comparing to the special oil that Taureen was using.

Taureen was being extraordinarily gentle since Tessa was so tiny. She looked bigger with her wings spread, but she was smaller than the size of Taureen’s hand if she curled up.

There was no doubt that she was thoroughly enjoying the oiling and massage, although she was having problems remaining awake. It was a universal problem for all dragonets… I knew firsthand that the oiling and massage were extremely relaxing.

My tail twitched idly as I lay under the heat lamp. Keegan sat beside me, also watching Tessa get her first oiling.

His quiet voice entered my mind. “I’m the only dragonet who saw that fountain. None of the others have that blood memory, so apparently general knowledge can be inherited from the parents. Not that it is exactly a surprise since we knew this from the other hatchlings.”

My response was equally as quiet, and for his ears alone, “It seems to be only general knowledge; buildings, locations, and such. When I asked about people I had known, she was clueless.”

“She seems to have access to all of the Blood Memories we have, as well as what we learned. Just like all of the other hatchlings.”

I nodded slightly since words weren’t really needed. We both had the general Blood Memories that all of the other dragonets had, but it looked like the newer generations were getting a bit more. She knew what a bicycle was, but she didn’t see any real difference between the sport variety and a basic street bicycle – mostly because neither Keegan nor I knew. Yet, one of the wild fledglings could list the top manufacturers simply because his father had been a complete bicycle fanatic.

It was always general knowledge that they picked up, not personal memories. Tessa and Dirk could recognize several types of fruit that my Blood Memories hadn’t originally recognized because Taureen had given me their names. The Blood Memories were a strange enigma – a helpful one, but not something that we really understood.

A soft snore made me grin – Tessa had lost the battle to stay awake. Her brother was beside me, watching in sleepy confusion as he sunbathed under the heat lamp beside me. He would learn shortly, and then Taureen would likely have two nestlings constantly pestering him for an oiling and massage.

I rested my head on my hands, hoping that there might be enough oil left in that vial afterward for me to have another oiling. Not that it was really a concern; Taureen undoubtedly had more vials hidden in one of the back storage rooms.

Dirk tilted his head and creeled at me, hungry, but too lazy to get up and walk the ten steps to the food bowl. With a faint snort, I spread my wing and lightly pinned him into the sand with it. As I halfway expected, he started struggling with a startled squawk.

I wasn’t using much pressure so he didn’t have much difficulty squirming out from under my wing. My head was still on my hands, and he walked over to bump my nose with his. I quickly lifted my head while reaching out with my hands to grab his arms and drag him closer.

Rolling onto my side, I pulled him against my chest while wrapping my arms and wings around him. The playful parody of a hug promptly triggered an energy rush in Dirk, sparking a wrestling match. I gently mouthed his wing as he squawked, squeaked, and created an entire repertoire of bird-like noises as he tried to wiggle his way free.

Aeria walked in the back door and commented, “My goodness, what are you doing to that poor thing?”

I grinned at her, pretending I didn’t notice that Dirk had escaped my grasp. “Making sure he wasn’t bored.”

She chuckled faintly while shaking her head in humor. Without looking directly at him, I flicked my tail over to snag Dirk’s back ankle and drag him back to me. He squeaked in protest, but I didn’t pay it any heed. If he wasn’t about to try to build up his strength on his own or with his sister, then I was fully prepared to ‘assist’.


Chapter 7

Tessa’s POV:

I rolled over and curled up in a different position, but even though I was tired, I just couldn’t fall back to sleep. Something just kept nagging at me…

My eyes flew open as my head shot up. I knew that feeling! My head swung towards the window, and I could instantly tell that the sun was just starting to rise. The very faintest beginnings of the sun’s call had woken me up.

I wasn’t going to miss it!

I clambered to my feet and saw that Aeria was sitting beside the end table, as if she had just been waiting for me. I took several steps towards her before pausing, turning my head to regard my still-sleeping brother. There was no way I was going to let him miss this!

I pounced on him while calling, “Wake up! The sun is about to rise. You must see it!”

He did not like being woken up, and he unhappily growled at me. I nipped the tip of his wing. “Come on! You must see it!”

“Go away. Let me sleep.”

I batted him with my wing, and he tried to swat me with his hand, but I avoided his clumsy swipe.

I retorted, “No! Come see first! Then you can sleep all day!”

With a faint growl, he reluctantly gave in, knowing that I wasn’t about to leave him alone. I turned and scrambled as fast as I could towards Aeria, who was waiting with her hands on the sand. Dirk took his sweet time lumbering over, looking confused as to why I was sitting on Aeria’s hand.

“Sit on her hand. Hurry, or we’ll miss it!”

He looked at me like I was losing my mind, but uneasily got onto her other hand. Aeria slowly stood up, and I held on tight – too eager to see the sun again to mind that I was so high up. Dirk wasn’t expecting it and clung on tightly with shaking arms as his eyes went wide in fear and surprise.

This time, Aeria set us down on the wide window sill. I wasted no time in staring out the window. The sun was too bright to look at directly, but it was an amazing sight. Today, the sky only had a few tiny clouds that glowed pink and orange against the blue backdrop of the sky.

Dirk’s voice sounded stunned. “Whoa…”

I looked at him in excitement. “See? It’s the sun!”

He simply stared at the sunrise, beyond words. I turned back to the sun as its call got stronger, and I whistled eagerly, sensing that the dance should start soon. I couldn’t wait! I spread my wings in anticipation, ready for the sun to show me the dance we would be doing today.

I still couldn’t fly, but I had practiced lots yesterday, so I should be able to flap the entire time. It was going to be hard, but I was determined. I really wanted to dance for the sun.

The sun seemed to shimmer as the call suddenly got stronger. I trilled and started flapping my wings even as I saw Mom and Dad start their own dance. Dirk’s wings started quivering; he could feel the sun’s call, but wasn’t quite sure what he was supposed to do yet.

He glanced at me a few times before also starting to flap his wings and try to sing. He really needed more practice in the singing area…

I shuffled to the side, giving him room to flap in his attempt to match the pattern and flow of the Morning Song.

I lost track of time as I focused on the Morning Song. My wings were trembling, and I was breathing hard, but the sun’s call was fading. I had done it! I had flapped the whole time! Dirk was already laying down, too tired to keep trying, although he kept staring towards the sun as if he couldn’t bear to look away.

The sun cleared the horizon, and I sat down heavily as my chest heaved for breath. The song was over. I was both happy and sad; sad that it was over, but happy that I had seen it and had been a part of it.

My head jerked back slightly in surprise as Mom swooped by on the other side of the window. I hadn’t expected that. Dirk crooned tiredly, folding his wings up. He looked much more tired than I felt.

Aeria picked him up in both hands before walking over to the end table and placing him below the heat lamp, leaving me on the window sill for the moment. I took the opportunity to look around the room from this direction. Couches and chairs were against all of the walls, while two corners had end tables. There was a coffee table in front of the couch where Taureen usually sat. The words seemed strange, although the hidden memories easily identified them.

I peeked over the edge of the window sill, and my eyes widened as I realized how high up I was. The window sill was higher than the end table! Part of my mind heard the hidden memories tell me the distance was something that an adult dragonet could jump – and the other part of my mind completely refused to believe it.

I shook my head to dismiss my circling thoughts and whistled to catch Aeria’s attention. In my distraction, I hadn’t realized that she was already returning for me and mere steps away. She gently picked me up and started walking back.

Although I was somewhat tired, I wasn’t ready for a nap. From up here, I could see the floor better. I craned my head down as I examined the fluffy-looking stuff on the floor as she carried me towards the heat lamp. I looked up at Aeria and whistled before pointedly looking down at the floor again.

She paused before asking, “You want to go on the floor?”

I trilled an affirmative sound as my ear tufts perked up in growing excitement. She slowly knelt on the ground before setting me down. I half-unfurled my wings as I gingerly walked across the strange stuff. It sunk underneath my feet whenever I put my feet down; yet, it didn’t feel like it was going to let me fall.

I sniffed the fuzzy stuff and snorted at it. I tilted my head as I examined the hidden memories. Carpet. What strange stuff. I simply could not fathom why people would cut up bits of soft stuffs and tie them together just to walk on them. Sand was much better.

My steps were tentative as I slowly got used to the odd carpet stuff under my feet. Aeria remained sitting on the floor as she watched me. I couldn’t see Dirk from down here, but I was pretty sure he was sleeping by now.

I looked under the couch, but there was no way I could squeeze under there. I wandered under the coffee table, gazing up at the odd wood pattern on the underside in curiosity. My head turned from side to side, wondering which spot I wanted to explore first. There was a lot more room down here than there was on the end table!

My ear tufts perked up as I started getting more excited. There was so much space! And I didn’t have to worry about falling off the edge! With a warbling chirp, I hopped forward to see how far I could jump. The fuzzy floor allowed my claws to dig in more than the sand did, and it was kind of bouncy.

It was fun. I kept bounding around, seeing how far I could jump. I stumbled a few times, but soon got the hang of it. I could jump really far! I wondered how far I could go if I really tried and crouched down as I prepared myself for a big jump.

I shook out my scales slightly before leaping with all my strength. My wings popped open on their own accord and gave a single light flap – pushing me further than I had managed so far.

My head came up with my new discovery – I could use my wings to jump even further! I took another jump, each time giving my wings a flap once to help. I kept bouncing around using my wings for wing assist.

Pausing to catch my breath, I examined the coffee table beside me. If I could use my wings to make me go further across the floor, could I also use my wings to make me jump higher?

I backed up a few steps as I took a closer look at how high it was and glanced back to see how far my last jump had been. The distance was about right.

I crouched down as I readied myself. This was something I had never done before; I had never tried to jump up. Aeria shifted closer, although I wasn’t sure why. She was more than tall enough to see on top of the coffee table even though she was sitting on the floor.

I took a deep breath before jumping as high as I could. My wings unfurled and beat down as I tried to propel myself upwards. The table seemed to be approaching really fast, but I wasn’t quite there yet.

One wingbeat wasn’t going to be enough.

I struggled to get my wings back up before I started to fall. My wings bit into the air once more, sending me closer to the top of the table. I made it! I felt a jolt run through my arms as I grabbed onto the table top with my hands – but my feet hadn’t made it far enough! They dangled over the end, scrabbling for some sort of traction.

I squealed in alarm as I started sliding backwards. I had barely started to slide when Aeria deftly moved her hand under my scrambling back legs, letting me scamper onto the coffee table where I lay down and panted.

Jumping up apparently needed more wingbeats than jumping across the floor.

Aeria got to her feet before picking me up. “I think that is enough for now. You should have some breakfast and take a nap.”

Breakfast and a nap sounded really good at this point. Perhaps, after my nap, I would see if I could sneak over to see if the couch felt like the carpet did…


Chapter 8

Tasha’s POV:

I hid behind the side of the end table, waiting patiently in ambush. Tilting my head, I listened to the quiet sounds of dragonet footsteps approaching. I darted out, ricocheting off the chair as I darted past Dirk.

As I ran past him, I called out, “You missed me!”

He clumsily chased after me, still not used to how the short carpet seemed to occasionally grab his claws. Tessa shot out in front of me, more coordinated than her brother. I grinned as I leapt up high, bounding over her. She gaped after me before also giving chase.

I glanced around while trotting across the carpet, trying to figure out where Keegan had gotten to. When it came to hiding, that shy, silver dragonet held a gold medal shinier than my scales. If there was any possible hiding place, he would discover it almost instantly. It made him a serious foe when it came to games of ambush.

As a precaution, I halfway unfolded my wings, ready to dart away at a moment’s notice. Taureen and Aeria were both sitting on the floor as the two whirling balls of blue and red scales were having a blast on the carpet. I trotted past Taureen and, in an unthinking reaction, threw myself into the air as a silver streak rocketed out of hiding.

I pushed for speed as Keegan gave chase through the air. This race was a foregone conclusion though; I was a bit larger than him, but Keegan was faster and more agile. A quick rollover and a shallow dive allowed me to gain some distance, but it was only moments before he was hot on my tail again.

There wasn’t much room in here when flying at such speeds, and when I spread my wings wider to turn, he darted above me as he gently rapped his knuckles on my back - a motion that showed he had won this match. I warbled in amusement as I started gliding back down to the floor.

Both nestlings were staring with wide eyes, trying to comprehend what they had just seen. They were at least a year away from such high speed and agile aerial stunts, but it wasn’t going to be too many more days before Taureen and Aeria were going to have to watch out for clumsy fledglings testing out their wings.





       Aeria regarded the two sleeping nestlings. “The difference in their energy levels between yesterday and today is quite noticeable.”

I was now fully convinced that seeing the sun had a profound effect on nestlings. Dirk had seen the sun this morning and had been far more energetic today. It had taken almost two solid hours of play on the floor to exhaust the youngsters.

“They grow extremely fast the first few weeks,” I told them. “The first couple of days, they just focus on food and growth, but once they start moving, they simply build momentum.”

Taureen commented, “You barely managed to contain Tessa in the nest last night when Tkael and Soranto visited. You won’t be able to manage that tonight if either of them show a similar level of energy to what we just saw.”

I pinned my ear tufts back at the memory. For some reason, Tessa seemed obsessed with the couch Taureen was sitting on and kept trying to sneak over while the two visitors were present. Dirk had been far more mellow and simply slept once he had a snack and bathroom break.

But Tessa… She hadn’t been tired, and despite my best efforts, I knew that Tkael and Soranto had caught a few glimpses of her scarlet scales. And if she had even half of the energy tonight that she had shown just hours ago, I wasn’t going to stand a chance of hiding her from their eyes. I was going to be lucky if I could keep the two nestlings on the end table.

I muttered lowly, “They had best keep their hands to themselves, or they could regret it…”

Taureen didn’t respond, possibly because he already knew that neither of them would attempt to touch the youngsters - mostly due to my presence. Tonight was going to be hard for me. Other Kymari were finally going to get a good look at my children.

It wasn’t going to get any easier for me, either. Within mere days, the children wouldn’t have any problems getting down from, or up on, the end tables and furniture. I was pretty sure that I was going to have a hard time keeping Tessa off of the floor tonight.

I was fretting over the inevitable - and I knew it. That didn’t make it any easier, though.





Tessa’s POV:

I jumped off Taureen’s leg to land on the couch cushion beside him again. The cloth was different from the rug; the fuzzies were shorter and the cushion was much springier. What I really wanted to do was climb onto the back of the couch and jump down, but Taureen kept picking me up before I got to the top.

Dad lay under the heat lamp, spreading his wings under the warm light. He didn’t rest his chin on his hands like he normally did, which seemed kind of strange to me. Although that might have been because Dirk kept trying to catch the tip of his tail.

Mom didn’t seem to like the two new green ones on the other side of the room. She kept glaring at them - and even hissing occasionally. The first time she had hissed, it had startled me, but she had done it so many times tonight that I barely batted an ear tuft now.

I walked over to the edge of the couch and peered down at the floor. I shifted forward slightly, remembering how I had seen Mom drop down earlier, just spreading her wings to slow her descent. I squawked as Taureen picked me up and deposited me on his lap once more.

One of the big green ones across the room spoke in an amused voice, “You seem to have your hands full there, Taureen. I think someone got into the sugar tonight.”

Taureen replied, “I’m beginning to think so. Food seems to give them energy now, as opposed to making them want to sleep.”

The other green one - my hidden knowledge reminded me that they were called Kymari - said, “Their growth rate is quite interesting. They were much smaller in that first picture with Tasha. They have almost doubled in size since then.”

I tilted my head as I examined the two Kymari. The first one was a bit more slender and apparently found my actions funny. The other one didn’t speak as much, and his voice was deeper. I struggled to remember if I had heard their names before, but came up blank.

I shook myself as I dismissed the problem. Walking forward, I looked down at the floor once more. With what seemed like endless patience, Taureen picked me up and set me down further away from the edge. For probably the hundredth time tonight…

He pulled something out of a pocket, and I sat up with a trill of happiness as I saw the small vial that held the massage oil. I spread my wings pleadingly, hoping that since I was already on his lap, he would oil me first.

He put a drop of oil on his finger before starting to massage my shoulders. I sighed happily as I lay down to enjoy the massage.





Tasha’s POV:

I murmured to Taureen, “Okay, that was a smart move.”

He gave no indication that he heard the compliment since our two guests were still present. Tessa was full of energy, and Taureen had a full-time job just keeping her on the couch and out of mischief. The little vial of massage oil finally had her motionless on his lap.

Soranto had found her energy humorous, while Tkael was quietly intrigued by the bouncing nestling.

“If you were trying to get her to settle down, that seems to have worked rather well,” Tkael said. “They are going through quite a growth spurt. I assume the oil helps keep their skin from itching?”

Taureen nodded absently. “I’m oiling them several times a day, and it has almost eliminated the scratching.”

Tkael watched for some time before speaking. “I wonder how the wild ones manage. They certainly don’t have access to thrice distilled hydrating oils.”

Taureen shrugged lightly. “I’m not sure. Nor has anyone ever mentioned any behavior that may explain it. The wild ones are still quite elusive, and their behavior is mostly unknown.”

It had been five years since Taureen had found me, and my friends in the park had painstakingly avoided those who tried to observe them. They had become somewhat more visible over the last few years, but none of them wanted the Kymari to get too close or see too much.

The majority of the current dragonet population had been kidnapped and turned into the miniature dragons that they were today. Those days in the lab weren’t remembered fondly, and many refused to take a chance - fearful that they may end up in another cage.

Some had taken the chance and were now bond animals who helped track sicora and crawlers. Technically, my ‘cage’ was the entire house and backyard. Before I had children, off-leash visits to the park were an almost daily occurrence. I was kind of looking forward to taking my kids to the park once they could fly decently, although that time was still several weeks away.

I took a deep breath and relaxed slightly. Our two guests were still on the far side of the room, thoroughly enjoying the chance to see the nestlings. The children were being successfully contained on the end table and couch for the moment.

I was quite sure that tomorrow would be another challenge for my sanity…


Chapter 9

Tessa’s POV:

I spread my wings wide as I dropped off the end table. My wings slowed my fall by a lot, and I landed on the carpet without too much of a bump. Dirk wasn’t far behind me as we raced towards the window sill. The sun was starting to rise! And we certainly weren’t about to miss it!

Even with a strong jump up towards the window sill, I needed three wingbeats to get to the edge. Dirk whined below; he hadn’t tried jumping while using his wings, and the window sill was higher than the end table.

“I’m coming, Dirk. I didn’t expect you two to be up so early. The sun isn’t going to rise for at least five minutes. Even Tasha and Keegan just went outside.”

Aeria picked up my brother and put him on the window sill beside me. We both were examining the spot where we had seen the sun rise yesterday. From the brightness near that spot, I was pretty sure it was going to appear in the same place again.

I stood up on my back legs, using my hands against the glass to help me balance. The extra height let me see a bit more of the backyard. Mom and Dad were sitting on a big piece of driftwood in the middle of the yard as they also watched the sky brighten.

The faintest stirring of the sun’s call meant that the Morning Song was approaching. I unfolded my wings in growing excitement – I could hardly wait! Dirk was also eagerly watching the horizon, shifting his weight from side to side restlessly. Mom and Dad were almost motionless; apparently, they had more patience than we did.

The sun began to peek over the horizon, and I began to pace on the spot in anticipation as I felt the call building. The sun became visible, and the faint whisper became a stronger pull that was rapidly growing stronger.

The time for the Morning Song had come!

Dirk was just as eager as me, and he began flapping his wings enthusiastically. I started singing as my own wings tried to match the sun’s rhythm. My flapping didn’t quite seem to fit the smooth flowing cues, but they were the best I could do at the moment.

Mom and Dad were perfectly following the Morning Song’s guidance as they flew in complex patterns through the air. I was envious, but it didn’t stop me from my own dance and singing. Even if they weren’t quite right, they were my contribution as I welcomed the sun.

Eventually, the song ended, and I slowly folded my wings. I was tired, but not as tired as I had been yesterday. Dirk had even managed to flap the entire time, although he had flopped down as it ended, looking exhausted.

I tilted my head as I asked him, “Are you that tired?”

He flicked an ear tuft at me, and his mindvoice reflected that he was as tired as he looked. “Yeah… Using our wings for this long is hard – but I would do it again. It was worth it. Make sure I don’t ever sleep through the sunrise.”

“I promise,” I replied, “and don’t let me sleep in either.”

He sent back a wordless confirmation. I looked out the window and saw Mom on Taureen’s lap, getting her scales oiled. Dad was eating some fruit from a bowl beside them. I shook myself off and looked around the room as I walked up to the edge of the window sill.

Now that I knew my wings could slow my fall, the height no longer bothered me. Aeria was putting down some sort of small device on the coffee table as she got to her feet. I eyed up the floor before scanning the distance between me and the coffee table.

If I could use more than one wingbeat to jump farther up, could it also make me go farther? I didn’t see why not. It had worked when I had been hopping around on the floor yesterday. One wingbeat let me go farther then. I wondered how many wingbeats it might take to get to the coffee table.

I stretched out my neck as I examined the distance again. If a jump up to coffee table took two wingbeats, then getting from the window sill to the coffee table was going to take lots more. I decided to try it. If it was too far, I would just land on the carpet.

My head bobbed slightly as I lined up my flight path. With a deep breath, I jumped high in the air before beating my wings down. I had practiced jumping up to the end table yesterday, so I knew how to pick my wings up and get them ready for the next wingbeat. I just had to do it quickly enough, even when my wings got tired.

I was on my third wingbeat and aiming slightly up, since that was what I had always done, but I was getting too high. I struggled as I tried to fix my flight. Slowing my wingbeats made me come down faster – and with a sudden inspiration, I spread my wings like I had done when jumping down from the end table, only trying to get to the table, not just straight down.

It worked! I was gliding!

But I was also rapidly coming down since I stopped beating my wings. I beat them once more so I still had enough height to get to the coffee table. I pinned my ear tufts back in growing alarm; the wingbeat had kept me high enough, but it also made me go faster. The speed was starting to scare me.

To my relief, I saw that the table was much closer – I was almost there! I angled myself a bit lower as lowered my feet, still gliding fast.

Just before my feet touched the table, I realized that I was going forward and not down like I had always done before. I didn’t know how to land like this! My feet hit the table and simply skidded along the slippery wooden surface as I squealed in alarm, fanning my wings frantically.

I could hear Mom and Dad’s fierce screams in the background as they heard my panicked cry. The wood grain patterns in the wood whizzed by me as I struggled to slow down. But it wasn’t enough. I slipped right off the end of the coffee table, now heading for an impact with the couch.

Aeria’s hand intercepted my collision course at the last second, swinging her hand up and over the couch seat as she slowed my speed to avoid a bad crash. I clutched onto her fingers as she exhaled in relief.

A gold flash streaked past us as I heard Mom hissing. “What happened? Are you okay?”

Aeria answered for me, “Her first flight came before her first landing, and I am now guessing that backwinging is a trick that takes the youngsters a bit of time to learn. She tried to land on the table, but just slid right off.”

I felt Mom’s relief over the mindlink, and she landed on Aeria’s shoulder pads as she gazed down at me.

“Next time you want to try flying, talk to us first,” she told me somewhat sternly. “I was planning on laying down the rules at breakfast, but, apparently, that plan literally just flew away.”

I ducked my head in embarrassment and whispered, “Okay.”

It hadn’t occurred to me to ask if I could try flapping to the coffee table – I hadn’t even realized that it was flying and not just a jump with lots of wing assist. No one had said anything when I had jumped up to the end table several times yesterday.

And no one had told me that flying was much harder than it looked…





Tasha’s POV:

I sighed before gliding down to the end table. “Come get some breakfast.”

They had been so excited about the Morning Song that they hadn’t even stopped to grab a bite to eat. Keegan had landed beside Dirk on the windowsill and jumped down to the floor with him as they came over.

I backwinged to a gentle landing on the end table, making it an example for the still somewhat-embarrassed red fledgling in Aeria’s hands. The word stuck in my mind.

It shouldn’t have surprised me, but it didn’t occur to me that Tessa would have tried to fly so soon. Usually, youngsters built up to a larger flight, not just pulling it out of a hat.

I mindlinked Drake. “Liar.”

The blue dragonet’s sleepy confusion came through clearly, so he must already be sunbathing. “Huh?”

“You told me that fledglings always glided at least once or twice from higher places before attempting actual flight.”

“They do. So far every single-” He paused as my words finally penetrated his thoughts. “Oh. I take it that one of yours did something different?”

I snorted. “Tessa just managed to fly clear across the room – and only avoided a nasty impact due to Aeria’s intervention. Until now, she has never done anything besides jump up to the end table using her wings or skip around with a single wingbeat on each bound.”

Drake was silent for a moment before asking, “She didn’t previously glide or use more than one wing beat when playing? No smaller test flights from low locations?”

“No, no, and no.”

He sent a sudden surge of amusement across the mindlink. “Then she is just as full of mischief as you had feared. You teased me about how much trouble my kids gave me, so now it’s your turn. Have fun!”

He dropped the mindlink and raised his mental shields to prevent me from hurling some unfortunate insults at my old friend. Ohhh! Just wait until I get ahold of him! I will have to dunk him in the pond for that one!

If Tessa really was going to be as much of a handful as I feared, then I was in far greater trouble than Drake could possibly imagine. I could easily visualize that far-too-curious youngster managing to get past all of the security features on the windows and doors – a stunt that I had never managed to pull off, even before the locks and systems had been upgraded.

Taureen entered the room and put down more bowls of fruit since the current bowls were almost empty from the youngsters’ unending appetites.

I saw his leg and pinned my ears back in guilt, apologizing to Taureen, “Sorry about your leg…”

When Tessa had squealed in true fear, I had launched myself towards the house at full speed – temporarily forgetting that I had been on Taureen’s lap. My back feet had propelled me into the air, but my claws had dug in. He had already bandaged up the lacerations. Thankfully, the bandages didn’t look too serious, but I knew how sharp my claws were and how much damage they could cause, even unintentionally.

Taureen shrugged without concern. “Don’t worry about it. The scratches weren’t too deep.”

I reluctantly let the subject drop. It wasn’t as if arguing or pressing him for details would change the injury. I made a mental note to quietly follow him when he went to change the bandage so I could see the true extent of the damage.

It was the very rare occasions like this that I knew I couldn’t really trust him to tell me the truth. It only involved him, and he didn’t want me to feel bad, especially when he knew it had been an accident on my part. He would play down his injury to make me feel better. Much like an ornament I had accidentally broken, he wasn’t about to get upset over it.

In fact, with him being my handler, I doubted that he would ever get angry with me, or at least, he wouldn’t show it. Bond animal handlers were… different. And their patience was nearly endless when it came to their companion animal.

That didn’t mean that he didn’t have a temper; he just never let me really see it. I had seen a few glimpses of it over the years, mostly if something impacted my welfare. Back when Taureen still assumed I was just an animal, Drake had helped me cut my original tracking bead out of my flank – and the small cut had left Taureen livid when he saw it, assuming that someone had intentionally harmed me.

Like most male Kymari, he was a fighter. He didn’t train nearly as much anymore, although he still spent several hours each week keeping his fighting abilities up to par. He had even added a basement under the house so he had somewhere to practice without having to constantly worry if I had remained on the chair he left me on.

Sitting on the sidelines of a training arena was boring, at least for me, and I had a high tendency to wander around a bit. With so many weapons being used in the area, by older seasoned fighters as well as adolescents just learning, Taureen didn’t really like it when I left the spot he had deemed safe.

How he never got exasperated with me was a mystery that I had never figured out. 


Chapter 10

Tessa’s POV:

“Can I jump from here?” I looked at Dad with a pleading expression.

He nodded while replying, “Yes, but land on the mat.”

“Yes!” I jumped off the couch and beat my wings down hard. I was getting better at this, and even one wingbeat sent me flying upwards.

“Tessa…” The warning note in Dad’s voice told me that I really shouldn’t push any more boundaries after my mistake this morning.

I spread my wings as I turned my flight into a glide, making sure I kept above the big soft mat that now covered most of the floor. I tilted one wing down a bit and leaned to the side as I carefully made a slow mid-air turn – something that Dad called ‘banking’.

My wings were getting sore, and I was quickly getting closer to the ground. I was so close that I could almost touch the mat with my hands. Keeping in mind what Mom and Dad had shown us earlier, I angled up a bit while flapping my wings somewhat in front of me – backwinging – which caused me to stop and then drop the small bit of distance between me and the soft mat.

I sank up to my belly in the mat as it cushioned my fall. That landing was my best one so far! Most of my earlier ones had turned into somersaults…

Faint noises caught my attention, and I turned my head as I tried to locate the source. Taureen and Aeria were sitting side by side as both of them looked at a device in Taureen’s hands. My ear tufts perked up – that was my voice coming out of the device!

I scampered over and jumped up on the couch, using two wingbeats to get up. Taureen let me climb onto his lap as I curiously examined the device. My eyes widened at the sight of myself and Dirk on the window sill as we flapped our wings for the rising sun.

Taureen commented to Aeria, “Well, they were certainly enthusiastic.”

The video ended, and Taureen tapped the screen a few times as he said, “It’s a pity you didn’t catch her first flight on video. I was hoping to see it.”

“To be honest, I wasn’t expecting it. The moment I saw her in the air, I was already moving to where I could catch her.”

He nodded in understanding as he pressed a few buttons. The screen went black, and I lost interest in it. I started walking towards Taureen’s knee, intending to take off from there for another test flight. Taureen picked me up and moved me to his other knee. I looked up at him in confusion.

He saw my look and explained, “There is a scratch under the bandage, and I didn’t want you to walk on it.”

Oh. I wasn’t aware that he had an injury. I was sad that he was hurt, and I trilled my sadness at him. He smiled softly and gently petted my back. I hummed and rubbed my head against his hand. Mom was on Taureen’s shoulder and nuzzled his cheek with her head, thrumming apologetically.

He reached up and picked her up as he cradled her in his arms. He gazed down at her tenderly. “Don’t be so hard on yourself. It was only a scratch.”

Mom lifted her head slightly, but if she spoke to him, she didn’t include me in her mindspeech. Something told me that this discussion was really between them. I quietly stepped off of Taureen’s leg and onto the couch before walking to the end of it. I looked around before opening my wings and jumping into the air once more.

  

Tasha’s POV: 

Taureen held me in his arms as we watched both fledglings making small flight attempts across the room. I subtly glanced at the bandage on his leg once more. He may have called it a scratch, but I knew that he wouldn’t have used a heavy-duty bandage for a minor cut.

His head may have been facing in the direction of the off-course scarlet youngster, but he still noticed me looking at his leg. He didn’t say anything and began rubbing the scales on my neck and shoulders. Even without the oil, the massage was relaxing – and Taureen was well aware of it. He had used this tactic frequently in the past if I got upset or agitated.

Tessa squeaked and narrowly avoided a mid-air collision with Dirk. Her aerial evasion caused her to crash-land into the mat, barrel-rolling several times before coming to a slow stop. As she sat up, her head swayed side to side a bit.

I was glad that Taureen had found those soft floor mats so quickly. Technically, the fledglings didn’t need them, but Taureen was also going a bit overboard in his own fashion. It would take months before they could fly fast – and their slow flight was keeping them fairly safe.

I knew that Tessa wasn’t injured, so I didn’t ask if she was okay. Her disorientation swiftly passed, and she promptly bounded over to the chair to get height for another flight attempt. I continued watching as they slowly learned to fly. Their attempts were a far cry from my own memories of learning to use my wings.

Admittedly, my mind had been that of a young adult, and my body almost fully-grown when I had hatched in the lab. I had also watched birds fly, so I knew the theory. Mentally, these two were like five-year-olds at this point. Physically, they were building up muscle as swiftly as they were devouring anything put into their food bowls.

They were still bumbling youngsters though, and the airspace wasn’t going to be safe for several weeks…

   

       I glided beside Dirk as I gave him some advice, letting both Keegan and Tessa listen in. “Use smaller wingbeats more frequently, particularly if you are just flying straight. Yes, like that.”

The wall was rapidly approaching, and I said, “Lean to the side and use your tail to turn. Your own speed will do most of the work for you.”

Dirk’s bank was rather wobbly, and he began to panic, causing himself to overbalance. Instinctively, he turned it into a wingover – which he had no idea how to come out of as he plummeted downward.

Dropping into a dive alongside him, I called out, “Spread your wings wide!”

He spread his wings just before Taureen caught him, further cushioning his fall. I pulled out of my dive, letting my momentum turn it into a climb as I circled behind Taureen to land on his shoulder. Taureen stood back up and waited while the blue youngster in his palm got over his shock.

Keegan was under the heat lamp, and Tessa had stopped pigging out on fruit to watch Dirk’s latest flying folly. And there had been a lot of those since Tessa’s first flight this morning. She had more practice than Dirk, so she hadn’t had quite as many, although that wasn’t saying much.

Dirk chirped a thank-you at Taureen before once more spreading wings and jumping. This time, Dirk glided carefully towards the end table, where he managed a halfway decent landing.

Keegan quietly commented, “That wasn’t too bad. He would have pulled out of his drop even if Taureen hadn’t assisted.”

I jumped into the air and spread my own wings as I also glided for the end table, where I landed and bumped my nose against Keegan’s. “Probably, although I’m sure that there will be quite a few more crash landings as the flying lessons continue.”

He hummed in agreement, shifting his wings to make room for me to lie down and spread my own wings under the heat lamp. “Thankfully, their instincts and Blood Memories are helping them; otherwise, there would be a lot more impacts.”

“I never exactly had flying lessons, so I keep forgetting simple things when trying to teach them,” I admitted. “It’s not easy to explain it at a level they can understand. Even though the Blood Memories are there, Tessa and Dirk are too young to understand them most of the time. It’s like the time I snuck into a doctoral-level quantum mechanics class in university – the teacher may have been talking in English, but all I could understand was ‘and’, ‘the’, and ‘but’.”

He snickered and began to reply, but was cut off by the doorbell going off. Both of us flattened our ear tufts with low growls, immediately gaining the attention of the blue and scarlet youngsters at the food dishes.

Taureen walked towards the door, although at this time of the evening, I already knew that it was Tkael and Soranto. Aeria came out of the kitchen and sat in the chair beside our end table while our two guests entered the living room with Taureen.

I grumbled unhappily, still not impressed with them being in the same room as my children. Keegan’s growls faded, simply watching them with narrowed eyes. Dirk and Tessa tilted their heads as they examined the two Kymari, but didn’t find their presence alarming or bothersome, so they both turned back to their food bowls.

In reality, I knew I was making a mountain out of a molehill, but my motherly instincts had never really listened to logic and didn’t want them anywhere near my children. It was like a massive mood swing that was nearly impossible to control, even though I was aware of it.

None of Taureen’s friends would ever hurt them; to the contrary, they would probably go through a lot of effort to help them in any way they could. But my instincts apparently needed more time before they came to that consensus.

I glanced back at the two youngsters, wondering how I could possibly explain Stranger Danger to the six-day-old chicks when I knew that it wasn’t exactly fair to Taureen’s friends. My mind and instincts were at odds with one another once again.

I decided to remain silent on the subject until a true stranger showed up; my actions would already be influencing their minds, and they would be cautious around the two visiting Kymari. Or so I hoped.

Dirk came over and curled up beside me, yawning sleepily. His full stomach and earlier flying attempts had tired him out, so he was going to be quiet for the rest of the evening.

His sister was a different whirlwind of energy, and one glance told me that there was no way she was going to consider taking a nap yet. Taureen wasn’t going to be able to confine her to the couch either.

“Got any ideas?” I asked Keegan. “I’m not quite ready to let these two try flying around tonight with Tkael and Soranto present.” 

His eyes flickered over to me, before examining the fledglings. Tilting his head in thought, he crooned lowly to gain their attention. “Who wants to hear some stories?”

Both of them perked their ear tufts in interest.

“Me!”

“I do!”

Tessa trotted over and curled up beside her brother as they both stared at their father, eagerly waiting to hear more of his stories.

He partially folded his wings as he gazed at them tenderly. “Then close your eyes and rest your head on your hands – and I will tell you why such an action is so important at this moment.”

I thrummed lightly as I played along for the benefit of our watchers across the room. Tessa and Dirk promptly lay their heads down and closed their eyes, not questioning their father’s request.

“In the beginning, we were not as we are now,” Keegan began in a quiet, solemn voice. “Things have changed greatly, leaving all of the dragonets with three big secrets. The biggest one is that many of us had once been human. None of the Kymari or any other race know about it.”

“So why do we have to close our eyes?” Dirk interrupted.

“Because most Kymari are not aware that we are truly intelligent and can speak. That is our second secret. Taureen and Aeria are two of the very few who know. The two across the room do not, so this allows them to mistake us for mere animals.”

“Why would we want them to think we are animals?” Dirk sounded confused.

“Mostly because the other dragonets are scared,” Keegan said softly. “The scientists from the lab may be long gone, but had they learned that we weren’t animals, it would have been very bad. So we only let our closest friends know.”

I flicked an ear tuft in agreement. Our intelligence may become common knowledge among the Kymari on this planet one day, but today wasn’t that day.

“What’s the third secret?” Dirk asked.

Tessa piped up, “It’s the hidden memories, isn’t it?” Her eager voice was at odds with her relaxed posture.

Keegan sent a wave of approval across the mindlink. “That is correct. The Blood Memories are something we don’t understand, and since they tie back to how the dragonets came to be, they are also something we don’t mention to those who are not dragonets, even to the trusted Kymari.” 

“Did you really have two legs? How could you turn fast without a tail?” Tessa eagerly inquired.

She may have not heard our own stories yet, but the Blood Memories still showed her the basic history. It was up to us to teach her the three main rules that the dragonets had decided on, as well as the reasons behind them.

Keegan sent them an image of what he had looked like when he had been human. Even I had a hard time reconciling the picture of the slender young man with black hair and worn-out jeans with the silver dragonet in front of me.

“Yes, I had two legs, and they moved and bent very differently. Because I was tall, I could spin in one place easily, so I didn’t need a tail, although it might have helped in a few situations.”

“What did… hair? feel like?”

The two fledglings, mostly Tessa, continued to bombard their father with questions about what it had been like to be human. They could see general things in the Blood Memories, but the personal experiences were something they had to hear in order to know. The mindlink was particularly useful when it came to relaying feelings and images.

Slowly exhaling, I rested my head on my hands, relieved that the youngsters were occupied with Keegan’s stories and had mostly forgotten about the Kymari across the room.


Chapter 11

Tessa’s POV:

I yawned and shook my head to dispel the dreams of a time when dragonets had two legs, soft skin, and wore clothing. Being a dragonet was better. The complicated life Dad had been showing us didn’t look any fun.

I looked around, although the living room was empty. Dirk was snoring beside me, but no one else was in sight. Getting to my feet, I shook out my wings as I looked towards the window, although the sunrise was still some time away.

My tummy gurgled as it told me how hungry I was, so I wandered to the edge of the end table where the bowls of fruit and water sat. I got a snack as I thought about what I wanted to do. I wasn’t tired, but the sun wasn’t going to rise soon.

I nosed some pieces of fruit around the dish, avoiding the pieces of kiwi and orange slices as I ate the better stuff. Cantaloupe was my favorite.

For once, I didn’t eat until I was stuffed. I wanted to practice flying more, but it was hard to fly if I was too full. Dirk snored softly; there was no point in waking him up since he would be grumpy and wouldn’t want to play or fly anyway.

I stretched my wings as I examined the room; previously, I had only flown across it, or in circles around the main area. I had never been out of this room yet. Two hallways led to other parts of the house, and I wondered what those rooms looked like.

I spread my wings and jumped as I beat my wings down. Keeping Mom’s and Dad’s lessons in mind, I gained height as I flew towards the one that led to the kitchen. I flew higher and higher as I went. There were various pieces of wood and perches attached to the walls where I could land and rest if I needed to.

The open area ahead looked different from the living room, and I angled my flight to a large perch on the wall. I wobbled a bit as I slowed down, but managed to backwing and land on the big piece of wood without an accident.

The shiny stone counters and table were different than the end tables I was familiar with and looked slippery. I craned my neck as I examined the various sized doors above the counter and along the wall. I tried to focus on the Blood Memories, and discovered that the doors were attached to something that preserved food.

They also told me that if I was in front of them, I should be able to see what was inside. In curiosity, I spread my wings and glided down to the counter in the middle of that area. I stretched my wings wide and backwinged to slow down as much as possible as I tried to land on the slippery stone.

I held my breath as I skidded a bit, fanning my wings wider – and I came to a stop without sliding off the counter!

Once I had safely landed, I folded my wings and turned my head to gaze through the clear door. To my disappointment, it was mostly bowls and containers that concealed what they contained.

My claws slipped a bit as I gingerly walked along the counter, looking at the few cooking gadgets on it. As I walked by a glass door beside the counter, I glanced inside and stopped in my tracks the moment I realized what I was seeing.

It was almost completely filled with fruit.

My Blood Memories bombarded me with tidbits of information that I was more than happy to receive – matching up the little pieces of fruit I had been eating with the big objects I was seeing.

I hadn’t realized that fruit could be so big! Some of the pieces were much bigger than me!

Some were bright, others were dark, a few were prickly, and a couple looked like things I left in the litter tray. I craned my neck as I examined the fruit lining the long shelf inside.

My eyes widened as I saw a cantaloupe. It was huge! Much bigger than me.

I licked my lips, wondering how hard it would be to get it out. Wait until I showed it to Dirk! I stood up on my back legs as I took a closer look at the door. It wasn’t much taller than me, just longer.

How did people open doors? I knew that Taureen and Aeria often opened and closed doors, but I hadn’t watched how they did it. This door didn’t have a handle either.

I scampered along the counter, occasionally slipping, as I searched for a way to get inside the storage area. Reaching the end, I whined unhappily, still unable to get to the fruit I wanted.

Inspiration struck, and I sat down as I closed my eyes, focusing on the Blood Memories. They always had an answer, even if it confused me more than it helped me. I just had to find it.

Sifting through the strange information was hard. I wasn’t even exactly sure what I was looking for; just some way to open the door and get to the cantaloupe. Images of dozens of different types of doorknobs appeared, mostly from the old human world. I shook my head, trying to focus on the door in front of me which had no doorknob or handle.

It was hard to focus like this, but I really wanted that cantaloupe. My eyes flew open – this door would slide open when a lever was pulled! I found the answer!

I went back to the other side and spotted the lever pointing up. I was just tall enough to reach it and tugged on it, although it didn’t budge. Pulling as hard as I could, I lifted my feet off the floor – but even all my weight wasn’t enough!

Faint glimmers passed through my mind, and I braced my feet against the wall as I pulled again. Suddenly, the lever swung open, and I lost my grip as I fell forward and landed on my side, sliding across the counter. My legs and tail flailed as I tried to get on my feet and slow me down – but I didn’t manage it in time.

Almost in slow motion, my feet went off the counter as I slid into the air. Without thinking, my wings popped open and beat hard as I twisted, trying to get right side up so I could fly properly.

I blinked in shock as I realized that I was already flying back up. Grinning triumphantly, I beat my wings again as I gained height and went back to the counter.

Pleased with my flying abilities, I proudly landed on the counter again – and forgot to slow down, which promptly sent me sliding across the slippery surface into the glass door, lightly colliding with it.

I ducked my head sheepishly, glad that no one else had seen that. The slightly opened glass door caught my attention though, and I knew that it slid open once unlatched. With an eager grin, I pressed my shoulder against the edge as I pushed it open. My feet struggled to find traction, but it was sliding open fairly easily.

Once I pushed the door far enough, I walked up to the cantaloupe. It was much bigger up close. I blinked slowly, trying to think of how I was going to move it. It was far too heavy for me to even think about lifting.

It was round, though. Round things could roll, right?

I cautiously nudged it with my nose, but it didn’t even shift. Standing up on my back legs, I carefully pushed with my hands, causing it to roll. Digging my claws in lightly, I pulled it towards me.

I stepped down over the small doorframe ledge, once more on the smooth counter. The cantaloupe rolled over the edge and tried to roll faster, but I dug my claws into its skin a bit more, trying to spin it to a stop. The claws on my feet slid across the slippery surface, although I managed to make the rolling fruit go a slightly different way.

I let go of it as it rolled across the counter, coming to rest against the wall. I breathed a sigh of relief at having accomplished so much. The open door behind bothered me, though – it was supposed to be closed. Turning around, I tilted my head as I tried to figure out how to close it.

The hidden memories once more provided the answer, and I went back to the lever. It was easier to push it up than it was to pull it down. The lever didn’t offer any resistance as I lifted it up, causing the door to slowly close by itself.

That done, I turned back to the big fruit on the counter. How was I going to get it into the living room? It just seemed wrong to push it off the counter. It didn’t have wings, and the fall would probably hurt it. The Blood Memories confirmed that fruit got ‘bruised’ when it fell on the ground.

But it also told me that it could fall into something soft without being harmed. So, I would have to find something soft that it could fall safely on.

The mats! They cushioned my falls, so they would be able to save the cantaloupe too!

I crouched down and pushed off with my legs – and my feet slipped, making me belly-flop onto the counter instead of going into the air.

This counter was evil…

Pinning my ear tufts back in embarrassment, I got to my feet and lightly shook myself off. There had to be an easier way to take off. Images flickered along the edges of my mind, showing me another way. I walked over to the edge of the counter and took a deep breath as I spread my wings before letting myself fall from the counter.

It was almost too easy to turn my fall into a glide this time. I was beginning to think that the air was safer than that counter. Refocusing on my mission, I started flying towards the living room as fast as I dared.


Chapter 12

Tessa’s POV:

I tugged at the mat again, but it didn’t move. It was even heavier than the cantaloupe.

I tried getting help from the Blood Memories again, but they only provided information about things – they couldn’t come up with ideas or plans. I was on my own.

My head turned towards the window, checking to make sure that I wouldn’t miss the Morning Song, but I still had time before the sun rose. Dirk continued to sleep, and I didn’t see Mom, Dad, Taureen, or Aeria.

Taking to the air again, I glided around the room. This time, I focused on objects in the room as I searched for soft things I could move. Everything I saw was just too big or too hard.

Maybe there was something in one of the other rooms.

Altering my glide, I banked towards the hallway, this time going towards the other rooms. Three doors were closed, leaving two open. My wings were getting tired, so I landed on the floor to continue my exploration.

The hidden memories identified the first room as a bathroom. I entered the dimly lit area, hoping to find soft things. A basket had some sort of cloth inside, and I trotted over to it. With a big jump and a wingbeat, I landed on the neatly-folded material.

It would be soft enough! My ear tufts drooped as I realized just how big the basket was. There was no way I could move it. With a sigh, I jumped back down to the floor.

The basket rolled away from the force of my jump.

I spun around in shock, unable to comprehend how something so big moved so easily. Sniffing the bottom, I pushed my shoulder against the basket, and it rolled away. There was a gap under the basket, so I wasn’t sure what was holding it up.

That didn’t matter though – I could use the basket to get the cantaloupe down! Bouncing behind the basket, I began pushing it out of the room. I walked to the side, intending to push it down the hallway, but it kept rolling!

With a quiet thump, it bounced off the wall and came to a stop. There were two corners between here and the counter, so I would have to be careful when I got to those points.

Eagerly, I began pushing the basket down the hallway. I craned my long neck around the side – it was hard to see around something this big!

It took me a bit of time, and two more wall bumps, before I had it pushed against the counter. Breathing hard, I laid down on the floor to rest for a moment. It had been hard work pushing it all the way here!

Once I caught my breath, I flew up to the counter and – very carefully – landed on the treacherous grey surface. I quickly walked over to the cantaloupe and began slowly rolling it over to the correct edge of the counter.

My feet skidded again as I brought the oversized snack to a stop. I stuck my head over the edge to make sure the basket hadn’t moved. Thankfully, it was still where I left it.

This was it. I gently pushed it over the edge and watched it drop. It landed in the basket with a soft thump, but it landed along the edge, causing the basket to topple over with a louder thud.

The cantaloupe slowly rolled out as the cloth in the basket fell out behind it. I quickly glided down to the floor and trotted over the basket. A quick push didn’t budge it. I took a peek at the bottom and saw round things on the bottom. Something like wheels, whatever those were, but different.

But I didn’t need the basket anymore – I could roll the cantaloupe!

I went after the cantaloupe and began pushing it towards the living room. It didn’t want to go in a straight line, and I spent a lot of time making it go where I wanted it to go. The basket had listened better.

I was panting by the time I got it down the hallway and into the living room. Pushing it on the carpet was harder than on the flat hallway and kitchen floor. The mats would be even worse, so I rolled the cantaloupe close to the wall and chairs where there were no mats.

Finally, I had it beside the end table and flopped down in exhaustion. I had never been so tired before…

A soft snore from above reminded me that Dirk had probably never seen a whole cantaloupe before. I sat up, suddenly eager to see his reaction.

“Dirk! Look what I found!”

A wave of sleepy annoyance came back. “I was sleeping…” His thoughts were barely coherent.

“The sun will be rising shortly, at least you will be awake for it.”

He grumbled under his breath before asking, “What did you find?”

“I found cantaloupe!”

He was silent for a moment before his sleep-hazed voice responded. “That’s in our dish every day. It’s the stuff you always eat first.” 

“But this is a big one! It’s bigger than me! I have it just below the table. Come look!”

A heavy sigh came from above before I heard his nails clicking against the wood as he left the sand tray. His blue head appeared over the edge, and he blinked at my prize several times, trying to make sense of the round thing beside me.

The sound of the door opening both made us turn our heads. Seconds later, Mom flew through the door and immediately backwinged midair as she stared at us in perplexity. Her wings moved in strange ways, and she didn’t fall as she hung in the air.

My eyes went wide as I gazed at her, envious of her ability to remain in one spot – hovering. I would have the try hovering above the mats later. I really wanted to learn how to do that. It looked cool.





 Tasha’s POV:

“Thanks,” I told Taureen, “I needed to get out for a bit.”

He nodded as he continued walking back from the small park not far from the house. Other than the Morning Song, I hadn’t even gone into the backyard for a week, and I had only left the house a handful of times over the last month while guarding the eggs. Being cooped up for so long, even if it was my own choice, was driving me crazy.

I gazed towards our house in the distance; as much as I had needed the break, the desire to return to my family was a strong pull.

“We’re on our way back,” I informed Keegan.

“We’re in the backyard. Aeria just finished digging the hole and is setting up the tiny waterfall.”

Taureen opened the front door, and I jumped off his shoulder pad to go check on the fledglings. I flew into the living room and stopped midair, staring as I hovered in place. Dirk looking down at his scarlet sister, who had – somehow – managed to acquire a cantaloupe.

Taureen’s footsteps sped up, coming to see if something was wrong. He paused behind me as he also took in the strange scene.

“Uh, Keegan, when did you last check on the children?” I also let Aeria and Taureen listen in.

“About fifteen minutes ago, when Aeria and I came outside. They were sleeping. Why?” I could tell that he was already flying back towards the access door to come inside.

“You might need to see this for yourself…”

Sideslipping to the side, I quickly looped around to land on Taureen’s shoulder. My wings had barely folded when I heard our small access door flap as Keegan darted into the room like a silver bullet – he also pulled into a hover when he saw his daughter’s latest acquisition.

Aeria wasn’t far behind, although she took one glance at the tired fledging and the cantaloupe before heading into the kitchen. Taureen remained where he was, simply watching and waiting.

Tessa’s ear tufts perked up at us. “Look what I found!”

“So I see. What do you plan to do with it?”

“Eat it! There is even enough for me to share with Dirk! Can you ask Taureen to put it under the heat lamp for us?”

I was actually somewhat impressed that she managed to locate and move something so much bigger than herself over such a distance. Not bad for a seven-day-old fledgling. I decided to humor her and let everyone in the house hear my mindvoice.

“Well, I don’t see why you can’t eat it, but why don’t we let Taureen or Aeria put it on a tray on the center table? The fruit won’t last long if we put it under the heat lamp.”

Tessa started bounding around the cantaloupe with excitement, although Dirk still looked completely baffled.

Aeria came out of the kitchen with an empty tray and walked towards the center table. “She managed to get it out of the preservation unit and close the door behind her. It looks like she took the basket of clean towels from the bathroom and used them to cushion the fruit when she pushed it off the counter. It knocked the basket over in the process, though.”

Either rules were going to have to put into place, or fledgling-proof locks were going to have to be invented. After Aeria put the tray on the table, she picked up the cantaloupe and examined the tiny claw marks in the thick skin before placing it in the tray.

Taureen quietly asked me, “Should I peel it for them?”

“No, they have to learn sometime.” I glanced at the window, and let them all hear me again. “Why don’t we all go outside for the Morning Song? Tessa and Dirk can enjoy the cantaloupe afterwards.”

The children were big enough that they wouldn’t be able to get out of the fence that completely enclosed the backyard. After my time in the park this morning, I was reminded that they hadn’t even touched grass yet.

It was time to start expanding their horizons, although I wasn’t quite ready to show them the door flap just yet. It would still do them good to romp around in the backyard.

This was about the time the wild fledglings left their nests and followed their parents around. They wouldn’t be able to manage the Morning Song on wing, but it would be much easier for us to keep an eye on them.

“Aeria, could you please take Dirk? Tessa, please fly up to Taureen’s shoulder.”

If she had so much energy that she managed to roll a cantaloupe across the house, then she might as well put more effort in.

The mention of the Morning Song had their immediate attention. Tessa immediately jumped into the air, and even Dirk was so excited that he flew over to Aeria, who held still as he attempted a somewhat clumsy landing on her shoulder.

Tessa managed her landing with far more grace, and I suspected that she had practiced with the wall perches a lot more than her brother.

Taureen bent down to grab the video recorder from the table before he followed Aeria into the backyard. Tessa and Dirk had looked out the windows numerous times, but both of them gawked at the greenery now that they were outside.

Tessa’s nostrils flared as a gentle breeze brushed over her scales. Dirk looked a bit intimidated by the limitless sky and huge area with new sounds and smells. His sister was getting more and more excited, almost bouncing on Taureen’s shoulder with her wings halfway unfurled.

I left Taureen’s shoulder and began gliding over to the large piece of driftwood in the middle of the open area. I had barely taken three wingbeats before Tessa began following. Her wings had to beat five or six times to try and keep up with my slow flight.

Keegan and Dirk weren’t far behind, and we all landed on the driftwood. Tessa’s head never stopped moving as she eagerly looked at everything she could see. She moved towards the edge of the driftwood, almost as if she was going to jump down and go exploring.

“Morning Song first, and then you can go exploring.” 

She glanced at me before turning her attention to the horizon as her ear tufts perked up. I could feel the first stirrings of the song, so she should be able to as well. Satisfied that she was going to behave until the Morning Song was over, I turned my attention to the brightening sky and waited for the sun to rise once more.


Chapter 13

Tasha’s POV:

The very air seemed to shimmer as the Morning Song began. With a powerful jump, I launched myself into the air, a mere wingbeat behind Keegan. I spun around my silver mate with a warble as the fledglings below dug their claws into the wood for grip and flapped their wings, still too young to even try to fly with us.

The feelings coursing through me had no words. Joy, hope, love, happiness, elation – it was all of them, and yet, they combined into something that had no words. It was like every good emotion had been distilled into the few short minutes as the sun rose to welcome another day.

Keegan and I twirled and whirled around one another in an agile dance that mirrored the Song’s call. Our voices filled the air while we sang as passionately as we flew.

Every sunrise was different, and thus, so was our dance and song. It was much more impressive with the wild flock since over a hundred and thirty individuals usually gathered together every morning.

The other eighteen dragonets in captivity often sang the Morning Song as we did, in their own fenced backyard. The size of the group didn’t really matter, since we were so focused on the sun and its Song. Occasionally, we went to the park to sing with the wild flock, but that wouldn’t be happening until the fledglings could fly much better.

I flipped upside-down midair, zipping under Keegan’s wing even as he banked sharply to remain in the small column of air that was our dancefloor. Dirk and Tessa were still flapping hard, although they were panting heavily. The song was already beginning to fade; it felt like it had barely begun, and yet, the beginning of joyous celebration seemed a very long time ago.

The song trailed off, and I turned my barrel roll into a glide as I circled around towards the children. Dirk was sitting as he tried to catch his breath, but his sister flopped down with her wings spread out, too tired to move.

Keegan landed and nudged her with his nose. She flicked an ear tuft at him, but nothing more. Aeria got up from her chair against the house and came over, gently picking up the exhausted scarlet youngster in her hands.

“I think someone overdid it this morning,” she mused aloud.

I bared my teeth in a grin. “I believe you are correct.”

Aeria smiled in amusement as she went to sit back in her chair beside Taureen, settling Tessa in her lap as she pulled out the buffing pad to clean her scales. Keegan laid down beside Dirk, spreading his wings to sunbathe in the early morning light as he waited for his son to regain his energy.

Taking advantage of the situation, I flew over to Taureen to get my scales cleaned and oiled. As I relaxed, I examined the new hole in the grass and the pile of stones beside it. The shallow dip was long enough that a Kymari could lie down in it, but it wouldn’t seem so large once Aeria and Taureen finished making the shallow pond and small waterfall appear natural.

It would be deep enough that I wouldn’t be able to reach the bottom with my feet in the deep end, but the shallow area was quite large – perfect for playing, splashing, or teaching youngsters the vital skill of swimming.

I was really looking forward to playing in it once it was done.





 Tessa’s POV:

The sun was nice and warm. It felt good. Almost like the heat lamp.

I still didn’t feel like moving and closed my eyes as I rested on a small table beside Aeria. Dirk snored softly – he must have fallen asleep as Taureen oiled his scales.

The heat suddenly disappeared. I opened my eyes and looked up in confusion. A big fluffy thing had moved in front of the sun! A cloud. It looked soft, but I knew I couldn’t fly that high. Somehow, I was also aware that it was bits of water hanging in the air, so I couldn’t land on it even if I tried.

I folded my wings with a quiet snort, glad that the heat lamp inside didn’t have clouds. With a big yawn, I stretched my legs and looked around.

There was a bowl of fruit beside me!

Just the sight of it gave me enough energy to get to my feet and go over. The small pieces of grape and other fruits weren’t as good as cantaloupe, but it didn’t stop me from completely emptying the bowl.

“Where did she manage to put all of that fruit?” Aeria murmured.

“I give her fifteen minutes until she’s bouncing all over the place,” Mom replied drowsily from where she had been napping in the sun.

I yawned again and stretched my wings, turning my attention to the area around us. Other than the stone floor around the house, the rest of the floor was green stringy stuff with bigger green and brown things. Grass, flowers, shrubs, trees, and other plants.

If I looked closely at them, I knew what most of them were called and if they had good fruit. The flowers had bright colors that reminded me of the sunrise. There were even some right beside the house.

I jumped down from the table and walked over to the nearest clump. Their bright yellow petals were a color I hadn’t seen before. I leaned forward to peer at them more closely when I smelled something. It was a strange sweet scent.

The smell was coming from the flower. As soon as I realized that, the hidden memories told me that most flowers had pretty smells and each type was different.

My eyes moved to a white flower nearby, and I trotted over to sniff it as well. This one was faint, but nice in a different way. I lifted my head to see where the rest of the flowers were. I wanted to smell them all.

Most of the flowers were by the house, but a few shrubs and trees also had a couple on their branches. My feet carried me from one to another until I had smelled all of the flowers by the house.

That left the ones up high or the ones near the taller plants. I was reluctant to go near the shrubs. They were almost… creepy. Like something could be hiding in them. The tree branches were probably safer. Most creatures couldn’t fly.

The branches were really far up, though. They were higher than the ceiling inside – I had never flown that high before! It was something I hadn’t tried, but I wanted to.

A pale pink blossom above bobbed gently in the breeze. I really wanted to know what it smelled like. I crouched down before jumping into the air and beating my wings.

It was a long way up! I finally reached the branch and realized that it was much narrower than the wall perches inside. I had seen Mom and Dad land on similar branches though, so I knew it could be done.

As I started backwinging, I reached out with my hands and feet, clamping them around the branch. My claws clicked as they overlapped around the narrow object. I did it!

I folded my wings and stretched my neck out to smell the flower – and overbalanced. With a squawk, I flipped upside down, still hanging onto the branch. I curled my tail around the branch to help me hang on.

What was I supposed to do now?

With wide eyes, I looked over at Mom and Dad pleadingly. Mom simply blinked slowly, unsurprised by my predicament, nor worried about it. Dad stretched his wings before lazily flying up to me, landing easily on the branch without falling over.

He tilted his head as he gazed down at me. “Use your tail for balance next time and dig your claws into the bark.”

“How do I get on top of the branch?”

“You’ll have to spread your wings and let go. Once you are flying, you can try landing again.”

I was beginning to think that flying involved a lot more falling than I had previously realized. With a resigned sigh, I spread my wings and examined the large airspace between me and the bushes below. I let go.

After this morning, I knew what to expect and managed to right myself without panicking. I banked as I beat my wings to get higher, aiming for the branch again.

Dad simply watched as I backwinged and managed to land on the branch again. Once my wings were folded, he curled his neck downward until he was inspecting the bottom of the branch.

The show-off!

“Your claws have a good grip. Take a look at them.”

Was he trying to make me swing upside down again? I tilted my head as I examined him, looking at how his tail was further out and how he leaned back while his head was under the branch.

My claws gripped the bark more tightly as I carefully lowered my head. I wobbled a bit, but I managed to see the underside of the branch. The gentle breeze made the nearby leaves rustle and shift. Startled, my head jerked up – sending me upside down once more.

Perhaps this branch was defective.

The Blood Memories showed me glimpses of adult dragonets even climbing up tree trunks, so simply sitting in a tree should have been easy.

“How did you stay up?” I asked Dad, hoping to learn his secret.

“Practice and experience.”

That was not helpful.

The flower above swayed gently in the breeze, beckoning me back. With a deep breath, I let go again. The breeze hadn’t stopped, and it made flying harder. It kept wanting to catch my wings and send me further away.

I tried landing on the branch, but the wind pushed me too far, and I had to glide sideways and circle around again. I finally managed to land again.

This flower had better smell really good considering how much effort it took to even get close to it.

I leaned over and sniffed the blossom. It had a light sweet scent – not as strong as I would have thought. The trees were much bigger than the flowers by the house, shouldn’t they have more smell?

“Follow me,” Dad told me, dropping off the branch and gliding towards the couple of trees on the other side of the grassy open area.

I hesitated for a moment before following him. He flew between two of the tree trunks, and I could now see a tall weird thing that stopped us from going farther. A fence. We landed on a rock beside it.

“This netting encloses the entire backyard. You can explore this entire area as much as you want. Your Mom is leading Dirk to a different section – we are about to play tag. Last one to get caught wins.”

I loved tag! But- “What about dangerous animals?” My mind could see flickers of dangerous creatures that liked to hide around trees and shrubs.

“This area is safe. Outside of it, you will have to stay close to us.” With that, Dad jumped into the air and quickly disappeared among the leaves.

This was my head start. I had no chance against Mom or Dad when flying, so my best plan was to hide. Perhaps I could ambush Dirk.

With that thought in mind, I jumped down to the ground and scampered underneath a bush. My ears twitched as I tried to pick any sounds apart from the rustling leaves.

After carefully peeking out from under the bush, I quickly ran across the grass to hide under another. There weren’t many places to hide. There were only four trees inside the fence; I would be able to see the house from almost every corner of the backyard.

My smaller size meant that I could hide in more places than Mom or Dad, but my scales were really bright, especially against the green leaves.

I scooted under a denser bush to lie in ambush.


Chapter 14

Tessa’s POV:

A flash of blue scales had my attention.

I crouched motionlessly under the bush, impatiently waiting for another glimpse. It didn’t take long for Dirk to slink between bushes as he kept low to the ground, glancing around nervously. He knew I was out here somewhere.

It was hard to hold still, but any movement would draw his attention to my hiding place. After a few minutes, he moved under another shrub – right beside mine.

His blue snout poked out as he quickly glanced around and started scurrying in my direction.

With a fierce cry, I jumped out at him. With a squall of surprise, he reared up before falling backwards.

“I caught you!” I proudly exclaimed as I tapped his tail and danced around him.

A flash of silver high above made me bolt back under my bush. Dad aborted his dive, side-slipping low enough to also tag Dirk, before quickly flying higher up to land on a branch above.

He was waiting for me to come out.

Dirk got to his feet and ran off before Mom showed up. Which left me in hiding with nowhere to go. I wasn’t going to win this match – even Mom wasn’t usually fast enough to outfly Dad.

But there was no reason for me to fly when we both knew he was a better flyer than me.

Could I lure him into a small spot? There was only one way to find out. I stuck my head out to see him better, and his eyes never left me. I took two steps out while bobbing my head, waiting to see what he would do.

He shifted his wings, but didn’t swoop down yet, knowing I could back up before he could get down. I ducked under the bush and peeked out from a tighter spot. He still didn’t move, but I saw something he didn’t.

I took another step out, half-unfurling my wings to keep his attention on me. He seemed to realize that something was amiss at the last second and glanced up. With a trill of alarm, he launched off his branch as he tried to evade Mom’s divebomb.

I momentarily gaped at their speed and rapid changes in direction, but remembered that I needed a better hiding place. I started running quickly, keeping out of sight under bushes as much as possible.

I managed to get to the house without being spotted by Mom, Dad, or Dirk, although Taureen and Aeria spotted me as I weaselled my way under the shrubs that grew beside the house. I bet they would never think of looking for me here.

I curled up and waited. And waited. And waited.

With a silent yawn, I rested my head on my hands and tried to stay awake.

“Tessa, where are you?” Mom’s somewhat worried voice interrupted my half-doze.

“If I tell you, that makes it too easy for you.”

Her faint relief came over the mindlink along with renewed determination to find me. I wasn’t sure why she was relieved – Dad told me that it was safe in the backyard.

I had almost fallen asleep again when Dad called out, “Alright, you win this match. Come out.”

Staggering to my feet in my haste, I slipped out of my really good hiding spot and climbed up on Aeria’s lap. That hiding place was going to be my secret. I relaxed as Aeria began petting my scales with her warm hands. I could see Mom’s golden scales gliding above the bushes as she peered inside them.

“Tessa. You can come out now,” Mom said, echoing Dad’s earlier call.

“I came out. I’m with Aeria.”

She immediately looked over and altered her course as she headed my way. Mom landed on the side of Aeria’s chair and nuzzled me.

“Where were you hiding?”

I grinned at her. “It’s a secret.”

She snorted and looked at Taureen as she tilted her head. He shook his head in amusement.

“I’m not telling on her. You’ll just have to look harder next time.”

She snorted again and shook herself hard enough that her scales made a chiming sound. My eyes widened at the pretty noise.

“Can you do that again?”

She glanced at me and shook once more, causing her scales to emit the same sound.

I sat up and stared intently at her. “How did you do that?”

“Once you get bigger, your scales will make that noise too. Right now, they are too small.”

That was disappointing. Just to be sure, I shook really hard, but my scales didn’t make any sound, let alone that nice one.

Aeria petted me sympathetically; she may not have been able to hear my mindvoice yet, but she could hear Mom’s. I lay back down, still disappointed.

Taureen passed Aeria something – a small vial of oil! – and she began massaging my back. I cooed in delight as I wiggled around a bit, happy that any hint of itching was already disappearing.

I closed my eyes and relaxed.





       I yawned and stretched, still not ready to open my eyes after my nap. The sun was still warm. It felt nice.

My stomach growled, ruining my relaxation as it demanded food. I stretched some more as I finally opened up my eyes. I wasn’t sure how long I had slept, but it must have been a while if I was this hungry.

The food bowls were gone from where they had been, and I continued looking around. There was always food nearby. Always.

My eyes widened when I saw the cantaloupe on the grass in front of the chairs. There was more than enough there for a snack.

Eagerly, I jumped off the table and flew over – too impatient to go on foot. My nose snuffled the textured skin as I tested my claws against the rind. They had pierced it even when I had been rolling it, but I had never tried to cut anything on purpose.

Tilting my head, I braced myself as I tried to dig one claw in. Flickers of proper ways to do this skittered along the edges of my mind, and it took me only moments to shift my claw so the sharper base could slice while the tip pierced deeper.

Grabbing the edge in my teeth, I pulled it further away before cutting it wider. Twisting my claw to the side to cut it off, I dropped the piece of peel by my feet, and my mouth watered at the sight of the orange-gold inside. I quickly cut a slice off and chewed it happily even as I continued slicing another piece out.

The fruit was very good, although the seeds were yucky. It was a lot of work to scoop all of them out, and I had to roll the cantaloupe away from the mess a few times, but it made it much easier to cut out more slices.

Eventually, I simply couldn’t eat any more. I was so full that I wasn’t even sure if I could fly.

There was lots left, though. A yawn made me look over as Dirk jumped down from Aeria’s lap and walked closer. He wasted no time stuffing himself with the juicy fruit, either.

A strange gurgling noise caught my attention, and it took me a few moments to locate the source. Taureen was kneeling beside a big puddle of water, somehow making water to come out of the rocks he was stacking. It was the sound of water running.

I walked over as Mom swooped down to land along the edge. She moved deeper into the water until just her neck and head showed, although I could see ripples from her tail. She easily swam a few laps around the pond.

It seemed wrong to walk in something that I might have to drink. I hoped that the water in our water dishes didn’t come from here.

“The water is warm,” Mom told me.

I wasn’t too sure why she was telling me this. I preferred to drink cold water, but not if someone had their feet in it.

She noticed my silent confusion and clarified, “Come in.”

Ah.

I sniffed the water suspiciously, unsure why anyone would want to get wet. Flickers of dragonets swimming crossed my mind, showing that it was a common pastime.

Reluctantly, I took another step forward, letting the water touch my scales. I kept walking and jumped when the water touched my warm stomach.

Mom came closer to watch my progress. She stretched her wings and dipped the tip in the water before flicking a shower of droplets at me. I squealed as water hit my sun-warmed scales and flared my wings in objection. With a mischievous grin, she flicked more water at me.

If she could do it, so could I.

It was harder than I thought. The water didn’t want to go in the right direction, and it took me several tries before any of the drops actually hit her. Any that did land on her scales slid right off to land back in the pond.

She began splashing me back as she romped through the deeper areas, making herself harder to hit. Scooping my wing under the water, I tried to throw a lot at her – and she disappeared under the surface!

I looked around wildly. Where did she go? A shimmer of gold moving beneath the surface made me back up quickly. Her head lifted out of the water when it was no longer deep enough to cover her shoulders.

Lifting my head, I quickly skimmed through the Blood Memories as I gathered tips on diving and swimming. I couldn’t wait to try it. I bounded forward into deeper water, took a deep breath, and closed my nostrils before plunging beneath the surface.

When I opened my eyes, I was surprised to see Mom’s face also beneath the water as she watched me. The small waves above made the sunlight ripple along the bottom in fascinating patterns.

It was an entirely different world down here.

It was hard to move, though, and I had to dig my claws into the sand to get any traction. Once I was a bit deeper, I lifted my head to get another big breath of air before returning to the underwater world. Strangely enough, the water no longer seemed cold.

Mom swam closer, using her legs to paddle while her tail also helped her move. Copying her method made my attempts to swim much easier. I paddled deeper, moving my head from side to side as I examined the sand and ripples of light.

Swimming was fun.

I still had no plans on drinking this water, though.

Mom and I continued playing in the water until I grew tired and went to rest in the sun.


Chapter 15

Tessa’s POV:

The next three days were very similar. We got to sing the Morning Song in the backyard before spending most of the day playing amongst the bushes and in the pond.

I got much better at swimming and flying. They still hadn’t discovered my hiding spot yet, although I didn’t go there if I thought they might see me.

Later in the afternoon, we would go back inside the house to nap and relax while Taureen and Aeria made and ate their evening meal.

   

       I yawned and stretched my wings beneath the heat lamp as I woke up from my nap. Dirk snored beside me, still fast asleep. I got up and noticed that the two strange Kymari were on the other side of the room.

Mom was once again glowering at them unhappily. I wasn’t sure why she didn’t like them. They never even looked at her. They simply visited with Taureen and Aeria like they did every evening.

I went over to the food bowls and picked out my favorite pieces. I left one raspberry for Dirk, although Mom would probably eat it if he didn’t wake up soon. She really liked raspberries. Dad was lounging on Aeria’s lap while she diligently buffed the scales on his back that he couldn’t reach himself.

As I got a drink of water, I heard Dirk stir and wake up. He came over and quickly claimed the last raspberry. Spreading my wings, I flew a few laps around the room before landing on a wall perch.

I nibbled on an itchy spot along the edge of my wing. Rustling my wings back into place, I looked down, but to my dismay, Dirk was already on Taureen’s lap. I snorted faintly and shook myself; the motion didn’t produce any sound, but neither did it help relieve the growing itch on my wings and back.

I twisted a few times, trying to scratch the itch, but I wasn’t able to reach between my shoulder blades with my front or back claws. The itch was driving me crazy and trying to chew on it with my teeth wasn’t working very well.

I couldn’t stand it anymore. Swooping down, I landed beside Taureen and picked up the small vial of oil in my mouth. I could barely get my jaws around it, but I managed to hold it securely.

With a jump and a quick wingbeat, I glided towards our guests. They were friends of Taureen, and they probably wouldn’t mind helping me since both Taureen and Aeria were busy.

Soranto had always seemed more easygoing than Tkael, so I angled my flight towards him. I wasn’t used to carrying something, and I almost lost my balance when I tried to land on his knee, although I still managed a good landing without digging my claws in.

Folding my wings, I gazed up at him. He seemed oddly still, as if he was holding his breath. He also looked somewhat worried. I tilted my head as I examined his expression – it was definitely worry.

I ignored Mom’s hiss from where she lay under the heat lamp as I tried to figure out why both Kymari suddenly seemed tense. The vial of oil was still in my mouth as I tilted my head and attempted to trill at him, hoping he would take the hint.

He was mostly looking across the room, so I glanced back over my shoulder. Taureen also appeared somewhat concerned, although he was watching Mom. She was on her feet with her wings half-unfurled as she watched Soranto with narrowed eyes, still hissing.

Even Dad was sitting up alertly, somehow ignoring Aeria as she massaged the oil into his shoulders. Dirk was snoring on Taureen’s lap.

“Why are you hissing?” I asked Mom, confused by her behavior.

After several long seconds, she sneezed violently before slowly settling back down on the sand. Her glare didn’t ease up, nor did she fold her wings or spread them out under the heat lamp. The loud hissing subsided into a low growl, although she didn’t look away from Soranto.

She never did answer me.

I tried again. “What’s wrong?”

She still didn’t reply. Something was making her unhappy, but I couldn’t figure out what or why. Her gaze rested on Soranto, though, so I probably wasn’t the one in trouble.

Dad was also watching intently, although he seemed more concerned than upset. Their reactions confused me, almost as if Soranto was a threat. Mom and Dad had never told us to be careful around these two.

“Is he bad?” I tentatively inquired, halfway scared that I had unknowingly gotten myself into trouble.

After a long moment, Mom reluctantly replied, “No.”

I faintly sighed in relief, although the various emotions behind her voice didn’t help with my confusion. My back was still itchy, though, and my jaw was starting to hurt from holding the vial.

I turned back and took two steps so I could drop the vial beside Soranto’s hand. When he didn’t move, I nudged it closer until it bumped against his fingers. He remained motionless, still not taking the hint.

I snorted faintly in exasperation and spread my wings as I creeled at him. The begging noise had always worked very well for me in the past, and my bright red wings weren’t exactly easy to ignore.

He glanced down, before his gaze moved back to Mom, and then back to me. Moving very slowly, he opened the vial and put his finger over the opening as he tipped it, letting the oil touch his fingers.

With equally slow movements, he righted the vial and – finally! – rubbed his finger along my back. I hummed happily as the itch slowly disappeared wherever the oil was spread. His touch was very light and delicate, barely brushing my scales.

I lay down and let my wings rest on his legs so he could oil them as well.

Taureen quietly spoke, “Tasha, come.”

I turned my head so I could watch them. Taureen had placed Dirk under the heat lamp and was holding out his hand to Mom. Her head turned to face him for a long moment, before going to me, and then back to him.

She got up and stepped onto his wrist. He cuddled her against his chest as he began massaging oil from another vial into her shoulders. Eventually, she lowered her chin until it rested on his forearm as she lay on his arm, although she kept watching me.

Tkael spoke softly, “That was close. I didn’t expect her to come right over like that.”

“The fledglings have no reasons to fear Kymari,” Aeria quietly replied as she massaged oil into Dad’s wings. “We aren’t sure how outgoing they might be in comparison to the wild ones.”

“That is true,” Tkael agreed. “At the moment, they are young, curious, and trusting. Some of it will likely fade as they mature, but, as long as nothing spooks them, they probably won’t be nearly as touchy as the wild-caught adults. Time will tell if their reaction to sicora is an instinctive or a learned behavior.”

Mom hissed faintly as her eyes moved to Tkael.

“Easy, Tasha. There are none here.” Taureen reassured her before moving his gaze back to Tkael. “It’s likely instinctive, although if it is a learned behavior, it shouldn’t be too hard to rearrange the training area and use an old hide while the parents teach them.”

“That would work, although I suspect it will be a while before they get to that stage.”

Taureen nodded. “From watching the wild ones, we know that it will be a year before they are almost as big as their parents. The Elders are pleased that the population is slowly growing, and they aren’t in a rush when it comes to training. These two won’t be able to go on a spaceship until they are six months old, at the earliest.”

“I’m not overly surprised. These are the first two youngsters in captivity, so the Elders would rather err on the side of caution. They will probably shift their approach once they see how well these two do. Am I correct in assuming that they want them to remain with their parents for quite some time?”

“Yes,” Taureen replied, “as long as the parents accept their presence, there is no real timeline. The Elders are hoping that they will begin to bond with a handler within the first six months, although they do want daily interactions between the parents and youngsters for at least a year, preferably longer.”

Soranto quietly murmured, “I’m enjoying how soft and smooth her scales are, but she’s so tiny that I’m scared of hurting her just by touching her. I have no idea how you handled them when they were smaller than this.”

“Very gently. We make sure that their claws don’t get caught on anything when we pick them up, and we haven’t had any issues so far.”

Soranto rubbed a finger behind my ear tufts, and I leaned harder while thrumming when he found an itchy spot. The residual oil on his fingers made the itch quickly disappear.

A soft smile graced Soranto’s face. “She sure is a cute little thing.” His smile turned into a faint grin as he murmured, “I just hope that you don’t learn your mother’s social skills.”

Taureen chuckled in the background as he offered Mom some sort of orange berry. The berry also caught Dad’s interest, so Taureen passed one to Aeria.

“Tkael, catch.” Taureen tossed another one across the room to Tkael, who caught it and passed it to Soranto.

Soranto offered it to me, and I sniffed it before nibbling the small berry. Flavor exploded in my mouth. I promptly sat up – the massage and oil forgotten – as I took the rest of the berry and quickly devoured the morsel.

I investigated his fingers, but he didn’t have any more. My gaze moved to Taureen, who was once more massaging Mom’s shoulders. To my disappointment, I didn’t see any more of the orange berries. Perhaps he had more hidden in one of his pockets.

I flew over and landed on the couch beside him as I sniffed his pockets.

“She didn’t seem to recognize what it was at first. Was that her first sunburst berry?” Tkael inquired.

Taureen nodded. “Yes, most of what they have eaten so far are mild-flavored native fruits. We are sticking to things that the parents are introducing to them. Interestingly enough, they are expanding the types of fruits as time goes by.”

There was a faint smell of the berries in one pocket, but when I opened it, it was empty. I checked all of his pockets a couple of times before giving up. A sunburst berry. I would have to remember that name. It was my new favorite – even better than cantaloupe.

I shook myself as I glanced around. Dirk was sleeping under the heat lamp, but I didn’t really feel like a nap. My eyes scanned the room, eventually focusing on the wall perch directly overhead.

I had never tried flying straight up that high before, but I had seen Mom do it, so I knew it was possible. I crouched down before jumping and spreading my wings for the first wingbeat.

Flying straight up was very different than flying normally – and much harder. My claws bit into the soft wood as I grinned happily. I did it!

The wall perch was big enough to lay down on, so I did as I watched the others below.

“Their flying skills are certainly improving at an impressive rate,” Tkael observed. “No wonder we have never managed to locate a nest. They must not stay in it for long.”

“The parents are quite secretive, so we have probably walked past several nests before and never realized it,” Taureen replied. “They seem to be very good at hiding their nests, which makes it nearly impossible to even locate one, and we already know that the wild ones will readily move the youngsters with almost any disturbance.”

“That isn’t taking into account that we are talking about getting close to the nest of flying lizards who also happen to be capable of breathing fire. There is a reason that they are called fire lizards,” Tkael countered.

Soranto snorted faintly. “Don’t forget about their claws. Those things can do a lot of damage. They aren’t exactly slow, either.”

Tkael nodded as he got to his feet. “Very true. But it is getting late, so I will take my leave.”

Soranto got up too. “I should get going as well. Adeline and Maria should be back shortly.”

“Hey, Soranto. Catch.” Taureen gently tossed a small orange object towards him.

A sunburst berry! Where did he manage to hide it? I had checked all of his pockets!

Soranto easily caught the berry and held it between two of his fingers as he turned his hand palm-side up. I was already airborne and flying over before Mom or Dad decided that they wanted the treat.

In my excitement, I landed a bit too hard on his wrist and almost over-balanced, but I didn’t fall off. I quickly took the berry and began chewing the juicy thing. It was just small enough that it could fit in my mouth without taking bites.

A warm finger brushed my back as I finished my snack. I looked up at Soranto and trilled at him before spreading my wings and flying back to Taureen. This time I was going to figure out where he was hiding those berries…

Soranto chuckled. “Well, she is smart enough to realize who originally had the treats. You might need to invest in childproof containers.”

“Those won’t work for long. Tasha and Keegan figured out how to open them up years ago. It generally has to require more strength than what they have or contain a recognition scanner to keep them out of it,” Taureen replied in amusement.

“Sounds like a fun game. Have a good evening.”

“You too.”

I heard the door open and close as they left, although didn’t pay any attention to their departure. I was busy rechecking each of Taureen’s pockets. 


Chapter 16

Happy Easter! Bonus Chapter!  :)



Keegan’s POV:

I nuzzled Tasha’s shoulder as she relaxed beneath the heat lamp.

“Why is it so hard to let kids choose their own path?” she asked tiredly.

“Probably because we think we know them better than they know themselves.”

Despite her own opinions, she was trying to keep all of the possible doors open for our children without attempting to influence their choices. If they wanted to remain among the Kymari, that was a very easy path. Yet, if they decided to live wild, then that was an option as well.

But if they chose the first path and later regretted their decision, it would be very difficult for them to escape into the park. All captive dragonets had a nearly undetectable tracker bead somewhere under their scales.

The children didn’t have one yet, but they would certainly get one if they chose a handler. The trackers were something the Elders wanted all bond animals to have, so it was practically protocol. If nothing else, it could come in handy if we needed our handler to find us in an emergency.

All of the dragonet handlers were aware of our intelligence, and they had offered to remove our tracker beads and claim we were kidnapped if we wanted to return to the park. But by the time most dragonets trusted their handlers enough to talk with them, the bonds of friendship and loyalty made separation… difficult.

As hard as it was to approach the Kymari at first, it was even harder to leave. Almost as if a switch had been flipped, causing us to crave the companionship of those we now called friends and family. It went beyond rational thought, nearly as deep as the desire to spread my wings in freefall.

I was a bit of an anomaly since Taureen and Aeria knew of my intelligence; they had never attempted any of the stronger ‘taming’ techniques that the others had encountered when first getting a Kymari handler. All of the other bonded dragonets had problems being apart from their handlers for more than a few hours.

I really missed Aeria when she left, but as long as Tasha or Taureen were around, it was manageable. The bond between Tasha and Taureen was incredibly strong, mostly because of how Taureen had cared for her when she was badly injured. I was somewhat jealous of how close they were, but it was different from the bond we shared. Theirs was more like father and daughter, or that of siblings. 

I spread my wing over Tasha as I curled up around her, simply enjoying the closeness and contact. She moved her head so it rested on my arm as she cuddled closer. Closing my eyes, I leaned my head against hers.

“Dad, can you tell us some more stories?”

“Please!”

With a faint sigh, I opened my eyes to regard the scarlet and blue fledglings in front of us.

“Can you remind me why we decided to have kids?” I asked Tasha.

“You wanted them,” she mumbled without opening her eyes.

I didn’t bother telling her that we had both wanted them. Instead, I asked the children, “What kind of stories do you want to hear?”

“Old stories!” Dirk immediately answered. “About when you first became a dragonet!”

His sister sent her wordless agreement and excitement across the mindlink as well.

The days in the lab weren’t something I particularly wanted to discuss, but the days afterwards would suffice as long as I edited them to fit the age of my audience.

“How about I tell you of the days when the aliens first arrived?”

“Yes!”

“Yes, please!”

“We were in the lab when the white aliens first arrived. That was also the day we escaped and took shelter in the forest.” I paused. “It was a lot of learning. We had to teach ourselves where to find food and how to avoid wild animals. The Blood Memories helped, but often not until we were face to face with each situation or problem.

“It got harder over time since strange animals appeared – dangerous creatures released by these aliens. It was almost a month before we discovered that we could breathe fire-”

“How did you learn to breathe fire?” Tessa interrupted.

“Pure chance. Someone was trying to protect their mate from a predator and accidentally discovered the trick to breathing fire while hissing. It took more than a few mindlink conversations, but he managed to teach the rest of us how to do it.”

“Can you teach us?” Dirk asked eagerly.

I smiled fondly at him. “When you get old enough, I will happily teach you, but it is something that comes with age.”

“Like our scales chiming?” Tessa inquired somewhat sullenly, still put out that she couldn’t get her scales to chime.

“Exactly. But, back to our story. Things got easier once we could scare most of the dangerous animals away with fire, but it didn’t always work well, and some of them kept coming back. Roughly two months after that, a different type of spaceship arrived, and chased the white aliens away. Any idea which alien race this was?”

“The Kymari. And the white aliens were the Votaks.” Tessa’s eyes were distant, likely following what she could see in her Blood Memories. 

“Correct. The Kymari took over the planet and built their own cities. They didn’t like the wild animals that the white aliens had let loose, so they built large walls around their cities and included many parks inside. The wild animals had their own babies, and that made the forests even more dangerous. Some of the other animals also ate fruit, and food became scarce.”

Once the kids were much older, I would tell them more about those dark days. About the vicious predators that had killed more than a few dragonets, the difficulty of finding enough to eat without straying into unknown and dangerous areas, and having to constantly look over your shoulder for danger. 

Even the dragonets who were still terrified of the Kymari wouldn’t consider leaving the sheltered parks unless they were in danger. That showed just how dangerous life was outside the Kymari’s walls.

I continued, “One night, all of the dragonets flew over the wall and snuck into the big park in the middle. It’s so big that it takes hours for us to fly across it. There were many fruit trees and almost no big animals. It was almost like paradise.”

Tessa spoke slowly, as if trying to puzzle her way through her thoughts, “And the dragonets avoided the Kymari because they were scared?”

“Yes. Many were scared because they didn’t know what would happen if they got too close to the Kymari.” 

“But we are in Taureen’s house now. Why did you move from the park if you were scared of the Kymari?”

“Because I loved your Mother and wanted to be with her. Even though I knew Taureen and Aeria wouldn’t harm me, it took me almost a year before I finally managed to leave the park and go with Taureen and Aeria.”

That had been an ordeal, but I was glad that I had done it. It had been nearly six months before Tasha convinced me to land on Taureen’s shoulder so he could hand me a slice of shia fruit. 

I still clearly recalled Taureen’s and Aeria’s endless patience during the numerous attempts that I ended up aborting out of fear. Tasha had always quietly encouraged me, while never trying to push me beyond what I wanted to attempt. 

“The first time I left the park, Taureen called a shuttle so we could come here without walking along the streets.” I shared images of the journey, while carefully editing out my fear and paranoia. “It was a huge change. I went from the wild forests in the park to a house and a backyard. It was probably a month before I went for a walk with your mother and Taureen to a nearby park. It did get easier over time, although it was months before I went on my first patrol.”

“What’s a patrol?” Tessa asked in confusion, likely seeing dozens of different human and Kymari variations of what a ‘patrol’ was in the Blood Memories.

“For the dragonets, a patrol is when the dragonet and their handler walk through the city or on a ship to look for crawlers or sicora.” My body remained relaxed, although I watched them intently as I casually included several rather innocent-looking mental images of the two creatures. 

Both fledglings were immediately on their feet with fierce hisses. Dirk took a defensive step back while Tessa unfolded her wings, ready to dart into the air at a moment’s notice. The automatic reactions pleased me – they wouldn’t be the type to sit there, too stunned or shocked to move, if they encountered these dangerous predators.

I didn’t care if their reactions were flight or fight, as long as their instincts were strong enough to keep them from being an easy target. 

“What was that about?” Taureen asked in mild curiosity, watching the two fledglings uneasily look at each other and around the room.

“I was telling stories of our patrols and showed them what a sicora and crawler looked like,” I told him, letting everyone in the room hear me.

Dirk hissed at the name, now connecting the image to the word. Tessa bared her teeth silently, still not folding her wings completely.

“Well, it looks like it isn’t a learned behavior.”

“We already knew that. But we will have to teach them to not react to the name until they go through whatever tests you and Tkael were discussing earlier.”

“I’ve already put a request in to the Elders. These two are growing much faster than they anticipated, so it probably won’t be too hard to convince them to let the initial training start earlier in case they have to learn from you two. It probably won’t happen until they are ready for their first park outing.”

“The earlier that happens, the happier I will be,” I commented blandly.

Taureen nodded, knowing that we wanted the children to experience both the park and some aspects of sicora hunting so they would have some personal experiences to base their choices on. 

I couldn’t imagine what kind of backlash he would face if one of the fledglings ‘disappeared’ while in his care. It was almost a betrayal of his race to let them escape into the park, but it also showed how much we meant to him. 

The Elders probably wouldn’t remove his rank since Tasha would never accept another handler, and they would never separate me from her. There would be repercussions, though. I was certain of that, even if I might not be able to understand them.

I didn’t really care which path my children chose, as long as they were happy. Tasha, myself, and all of the other bonded dragonets were pretty certain that both of them would choose to track sicora.

In the end, though, it was a choice that they would have to make at some point in the coming months.


Chapter 17

Tessa’s POV:

I slowly spread my wings as I watched the sun. It was going to be my first time trying to fly with the Morning Song, although Dirk had decided to remain on the rock this morning. 

The sun slowly rose as the call grew stronger. My ear tufts twitched in my growing excitement and nervousness. The light began to shimmer as Mom and Dad took to the air. I was a wingbeat behind them, watching them closely so I knew what I should be doing.

They spun, twirled, and flitted almost magically as they danced in a small section of the air. I struggled to try and do what they were doing, but I wasn’t fast enough to even attempt to keep up. They were also doing different aerial maneuvers that somehow flowed together and seemed to fit perfectly.

I felt sad and almost lost, unable to follow their rhythm regardless of how hard I tried. Their sweet song pierced the air in a way that made my heart long to know what they were singing about. I couldn’t see it or understand it.

Close to despair and almost ready to give up, I closed my eyes.

Then I felt it. It was the Morning Song’s call. 

It had been here since I started. I just hadn’t been listening to it.

Taking a deep breath, I ignored what Mom and Dad were doing as I tried to follow the Morning Song’s flow without thinking about how I was going to do it.

It was like my wings had a mind of their own, and my voice produced sounds that I hadn’t known I could make. I still couldn’t quite keep up to the pace of the song, but I was trying. The Song flowed through my heart and filled my mind.

Now I could see that Mom and Dad counted as participants on this aerial dancefloor. I wasn’t supposed to do exactly what they were doing. That was part of what made it so special.

I had never known such joy and happiness as I felt right now.

My wings were growing tired, but I couldn’t even think of resting during such a glorious moment. My voice was a bit breathless as it wove almost perfectly among Mom and Dad’s song. The small errors didn’t matter, though. I was flying and singing to a rhythm that only the dragonets could hear.

Before I realized it, the Song faded and disappeared, leaving me to glide through the air in confusion at the sudden lack of its guidance. I blinked slowly as I tried to get my mind working again.

Mom flew beside me as I glided towards a big, smooth rock and landed on it. I shook my head, trying to shake off the lingering effects of the song. My head felt really full and weird. It was hard to even think.

A sharp pain above my leg made me squawk and jump backwards, falling off the rock and rolling into the grass. I stared at Mom in shock – she had bitten me! I checked the sore spot and was relieved to see that her teeth hadn’t left a mark on my scales. That didn’t change how much it had hurt, though. 

She jumped down beside me and nuzzled me apologetically. “Sorry. That was the quickest way to snap you out of the trance. It often happens the first time or two someone flies the Morning Song.”

I blinked in surprise as I realized that my head was now clear. Getting to my feet, I rubbed my head along her neck as a thank you before we trotted together through the grass towards Taureen and Aeria. I could see bowls of fruit already waiting for us.

I really hoped that I didn’t get stuck in that trance tomorrow. I didn’t want to get bit again.

   

       I crouched down as I stalked through the grass towards my unsuspecting target. It paused in its cleaning, and I froze, hoping that it wouldn’t notice my red scales. It watched the area for a few moments before it resumed cleaning its face with its front legs.

I pounced on the big bug and chomped it a couple of times before swallowing it. It was just as juicy as the other three I had caught.

“Tessa, what are you eating?”

I looked up at Mom and smiled. “I ate a bug.”

She blinked slowly before replying, “You shouldn’t eat bugs.”

“Why not? They tasted good.”

“What kind was it? Some can make you sick.”

I showed her the image, matching it up to the Blood Memories. “Grasshopper. They are good to eat.”

She was quiet for a moment before she looked in a different direction. “Keegan, did you ever eat grasshoppers?”

“Well… I did eat quite a few during a student exchange trip to Thailand. They aren’t bad, actually. Why?”

She sighed before gliding towards the house. “You get to explain to Tessa that grasshoppers aren’t just a different kind of berry.”

Dad flew over and landed beside me. He glanced towards the house and then back at me, whispering, “Just don’t let Mom catch you eating them.”

I grinned widely at him as he winked at me.

He peeked over his shoulder again, before saying, “Now, what do you say that we catch the biggest one we can find, and once she falls asleep, we put it in front of her?”

I flapped my wings and trilled in anticipation. “Yes!”

Both of us began searching the shrubs and plants for grasshoppers, comparing their sizes across the mindlink. I wasn’t used to limiting my mindvoice so only one person could hear me. It was strange, but I didn’t want Mom to overhear our discussions.

My eyes focused on a big brown grasshopper. It was the biggest one I had seen. This one even had wings. It was going to be hard to catch and kill it without damaging it too much. 

“How about this one?” I asked Dad.

“It looks perfect. I’m sure she will love it. Do you think you can catch it?”

“I think so.”

I crouched down and slowly crept closer to it. This one was smarter than the last ones. I didn’t get very close before it bounded into the air and flew into a nearby bush.

It took me a bit to get close to the bush. I tilted my head as I looked at the number of leaves. Where had it landed? I didn’t see it. I poked my head into a few openings but still didn’t see it. As my head went under the bush, I heard it spring away and quickly pulled my head out to track its flight.

I carefully noted the clump of grass it had landed in before inching my way forward. I was so close… An idea occurred to me, and I partially unfolded my wings as I peered into the tall grass.

It burst out with its wings buzzing, and I swatted it with my wing, sending it back into the grass. I pulled some grass on top of it and pinned it. Carefully, I peeled back the grass until I could see its head.

My claw quickly pierced its neck and back. It kicked a few times before it stopped moving. When I cautiously lifted the grass up, its legs slowly crossed in death.

 “I did it, Dad!”

“Great job! Mom is napping, so let’s put it in front of her.”

I grabbed the grasshopper before flying towards him. Just wait until he saw it. All of its legs were even still attached. Dad landed on a tree branch and nodded towards Mom, who was sunning herself on a flat rock.

I quietly glided down and landed in the soft grass. It was hard to walk with the grasshopper in my hand, but I carefully slid it right in front of her nose before backing up. To avoid her hearing my wingbeats, I trotted beneath the tree Dad was perched in before flying up.

Mom didn’t usually nap long at this time of the morning, so Dad and I wouldn’t have to wait long for her to wake up. Taureen even pulled out the video recorder as he sat in the lawn chair. I wasn’t sure where Aeria was, although I could see Dirk snoozing in her chair.

My eyes widened as Mom stirred slightly, and my claws tightened on the branch in anticipation. Her eyelids fluttered open, and her gaze focused on the brown object in front of her.

With a surprised screech, she reared back as flames erupted from her jaws. The flames almost instantly vanished as she realized what had happened. Her head swung around, and she immediately located us in the tree.

“Keegan!” With that, she launched herself into the air.

“Run!” Dad immediately followed his own advice as he swiftly took flight.

I quickly dropped off the branch and turned my dive into a fast flight as I looked for a good hiding spot. A loud splash made me look back. Glimmers of gold and silver beneath the water showed that Mom had caught Dad.

I really needed my best hiding spot. 

Banking to the side, I glided low until I landed with my feet running as I dashed under the rose bush. The leaves mostly blocked my view, but Mom was still too busy dunking Dad to have seen me race into my hiding place.

Apparently, Mom didn’t like grasshoppers.

I curled up and settled down for a long wait. My eyes followed Mom as she finally got out of the pond and circled the backyard, searching for me.

“Tessa, come out, come out, wherever you are…”

Prudently, I remained silent, although she knew that I had heard her. Her golden scales disappeared under a few bushes where I normally hid. She flew up to the branch where Dad and I had sat, before slowly gliding downward as she drifted from side to side.

I had never seen her glide so slowly before. How she remained in the air was a mystery. Her path got lower and lower to the grass until she landed on the ground not far away. With her nose near the ground, she kept walking closer and closer in an almost straight line.

The exact line that I had run along when darting under this rose bush.

My eyes widened as she looked up and grinned triumphantly at the leaves hiding me. Uh oh. With my hiding place no longer a secret, I bolted.

I barely reached the grass before Mom tackled me. We rolled several times before Mom pinned me to the ground with her hands.

“Well, well, well… what did I find?”

“Uh, can I claim that it was Dad’s idea?”

“It likely was, but he already got dunked for it. You were the one who put it there.”

With that, she began tickling me. I squawked, squirmed, and wiggled, but I couldn’t get free. I saw a glimpse of blue before Dirk landed on Mom’s back. She was momentarily distracted, and I managed to get out of her grasp.

With reinforcements on hand, I grabbed her ankle to pull her off-balance. Without even looking away from my now-pinned brother, her tail pushed me over. Turning my head, I spotted Dad lying on a rock in the sun as he watched us.

“Come help us!” I called to him.

He spread his wings wider before jumping into the air to come to our aid.

It took all three of us a few minutes to finally pin Mom. Once she huffed out a big breath of defeat, we all laid down in the grass to relax and catch our breath.


Chapter 18

Tessa’s POV:

I eyed up the small piece of ribbon that Soranto was idly fiddling with in his hands. He was talking with Taureen, and, hopefully, had forgotten that I was on the wall perch above him.

Quietly, I leaned over the edge as I watched his hands. If it was wrapped around his fingers, I wouldn’t be able to grab it. I would have to time this just right.

He stretched it between his hands, and I dropped off the perch to dive down. Opening my wings at the last second, I changed my direction as I shot in front of him and stole the ribbon. I trilled happily as I clutched the ribbon in my hand and flew to a wall perch on the other side of the room.

I turned around to smirk at him – but he had a ribbon in his hands! I gaped at it in astonishment before checking to make sure that the red ribbon was still in my claws. It was. Where had the other ribbon come from? He didn’t even seem bothered that I had taken the first ribbon.

I draped my ribbon over the perch before flying to the perch above Soranto again. How many ribbons could he possibly have?

As the evening went by, that became a very good question. I kept stealing the ribbons in his hands, but another one always appeared. The wall perch was gaining quite a collection of different colored ribbons. Soon, there would be so many that they would start falling off.

Eventually, Tkael and Soranto stood up to leave. Like he had every day over the last two weeks, Soranto held up a sunburst berry. I glided down to land on his wrist and gently take it. He petted my back until I finished my treat.

As I shook myself off, my scales make the tiniest noise as they rubbed against one another. I glided over to the heat lamp where Dirk was already asleep, as he usually was at this time of night.

Taureen walked with his friends to the door, still discussing some sort of plans they had for tomorrow.

With a big yawn, I curled up under the heat lamp with Mom, Dad, and Dirk.





       I watched in curiosity as Taureen put some sort of cloth straps on Mom and Dad. Aeria held up a smaller set and let me sniff them.

“These harnesses should fit you, although you’ll probably outgrow them in a week. Let’s try them on.”

I stood still as she smoothly put it on with the ease of practice. It felt strange. I had never worn things before. Tentatively, I spread my wings and stretched my arms and legs as much as I could. The harness didn’t pull or even really bother me.

“We’re going to go for a walk,” Taureen said. “Remember that most Kymari don’t know you can talk. We have to keep the leashes on you two during the first few times, but there are trackers in your harness in case you get lost.” 

Dirk and I both nodded since we still couldn’t mindspeak him. Dad was already on Aeria’s shoulder, so I flew up to her other one.

“Good job,” Aeria said, reaching up to clip a leash onto my harness. “There we go.”

Taureen clipped a leash onto Dirk and put him on his shoulder. Neither Mom nor Dad had a leash. Taureen and Aeria began walking towards the front door.

I raised my head in impatient excitement, eager to see what lay beyond the door. I had looked out the windows before, but I knew it would be different to actually go outside. As we exited the door, I took a deep breath, although the air smelled almost the same as in the backyard.

The road, street cleaning machines, and hover shuttles were interesting. It wasn’t possible to see them from the backyard, and I watched them curiously. Other Kymari were also walking on the sidewalk. Many of them smiled when they saw us, although Mom pinned her ears back when we walked past them.

We left the sidewalk and went into a small clump of trees. A bench sat in front of a small pond with flowers scattered around the tiny clearing.

“Feel like exploring?” Taureen asked.

I chirped in excitement. Even just looking at the plants, I was getting small tidbits of information about them from the Blood Memories. I hadn’t seen ones like this in the backyard.

Aeria raised her hand to me, and I climbed on. To my surprise, she lowered me to the ground instead of letting me fly from her wrist. I quickly scampered towards a bush and darted under it, waiting for Dirk to get close enough to pounce on.

He looked around the unfamiliar area uneasily before slowly walking around while avoiding any of the shrubs or larger plants. Since he wasn’t about to come closer, I darted out towards him.

Suddenly, I was jerked backwards by my harness, squawked in alarm at the unanticipated stop. Glancing back, I could now see that my leash had gotten tangled around some of the branches. 

Mom glided down from Taureen’s shoulder as he walked towards the bush. He kneeled down and freed my leash before dropping it back down on the ground. I hopped over to the pond, but to my disappointment, it was colder than the one in the backyard.

I wanted to fly around the clearing to see everything in it. Gazing overhead, I spread my wings before pausing. What if my leash got caught in the tree branches? I would have to avoid them. I jumped into the air and beat my wings down hard.

Normally, such a wingbeat shot me towards the sky, but the leash was weighing me down. I struggled to fly, unaccustomed to the added weight. The leash was still dragging in the grass and making me work much harder to continue flying.

I didn’t even manage a lap of the tiny clearing before I had to land. Flying with a leash was more tiring than the Morning Song. Since flying was so hard, I explored a bit on the ground, taking care around places I couldn’t see in case another animal was hiding. I wasn’t too worried since Mom and Dad had already checked most places and were sitting on branches above as they watched.

Dirk remained near Taureen and Aeria and refused to leave the small clearing or even go near the plants. The bushes weren’t much bigger than the ones in the backyard, but I quickly learned to not drag my leash through them.

“We can try another park tomorrow,” Aeria told me as she walked over. “There are a couple of other places we want to show you before we go home.”

I flew up to her shoulder and managed to land without as much difficulty as I had feared. The muscles in my wings were feeling a bit sore from my flying attempts with the leash. Taureen picked up Dirk, and we returned to the sidewalk. 

We walked for a while before we entered a building that a lot of other Kymari were going in and out of. My eyes widened when I saw rows upon rows of different kinds of fruit on one side of the massive room. Shelves and displays held other strange things that I needed the Blood Memories to even attempt to identify. Even the memories didn’t know everything, though.

It was a store. I looked around as I tried to see everything at once. There was a lot of stuff in here! We walked closer to the area with the fruit, and I eagerly examined it. I recognized a few types, but most were ones I hadn’t seen before.

“Let’s see,” Taureen said, scanning the shelves, “We can take one of these, a couple of these, and we haven’t bought this one in a while.”

We walked up and down a few aisles as both Taureen and Aeria put a few more things in their baskets. Other Kymari were also shopping and smiled when they saw us.

“Why do they keep smiling?” I asked Dad.

He flicked an ear tuft idly. “Probably because you two are quite cute with how you keep looking around. This is also the first time that they are seeing you. They don’t react this way when it’s just your Mom or me.”

I wasn’t sure how we counted as cute, but I didn’t argue. It wouldn’t change their smiles. At least they weren’t upset to see us in the store.

Once the items were paid for, we walked down the sidewalk for a long distance. We approached another building with some Kymari visiting outside. Four of them began walking beside Taureen and Aeria as we went inside. I had never seen another Kymari come so close to us on our walk, and I watched them somewhat uneasily. 

Mom didn’t even hiss or growl at them, which I found very strange.

Taureen greeted the two men walking beside him, “Tran, Vick. Glad you could join us.”

One of them replied, “It would have taken an emergency for us to miss this. Thanks for inviting us along.”

The woman walking beside Aeria inquired, “How have the two little ones done so far today?”

“Quite well, Sadria,” Aeria replied. “I’m happy that you and Rhay could also come. I assume Soranto and Tkael are already inside?”

“Yes, they arrived early and have the room completely set up.”

The man walking beside Sadria commented, “This could get interesting. Tkael suggested keeping the parents on this side of the airlock for now. The medical team on shift is also aware of what we are trying.”

“Thanks, Rhay.”

I tilted my head as I examined their odd clothing and equipment. Armor and weapons. Some of the other Kymari in the hallway were similarly dressed.

We went around several corners, and the air began to have an unusually strong Kymari smell. Aeria and Taureen left their bags in some holes in the wall before we kept going. As we walked past one large room, I stared at the dozens of Kymari swinging weapons towards each other. They were fast. But no one was bleeding. 

It almost reminded me of when I wrestled with Dirk. We would often bite or scratch one another, but we didn’t bite hard enough to hurt, and we kept our claws sheathed. These people seemed much more serious, though.

Taureen and Aeria kept walking. They apparently knew where they were going, which was a good thing, because I was completely lost after turning so many corners.

My ear tufts perked up when I saw Soranto and Tkael in the hallway ahead of us. Taureen and Aeria headed towards them. Once we reached them, everyone went into a nearby room.

“Everything is ready to go,” Tkael informed us.

“I’ll go first,” Aeria said and lifted her hand to Dad, who stepped onto her wrist guard.

She passed Dad to Taureen before she began walking towards another door. This time, no one went with us. I glanced back at Mom and Dad, wondering where Aeria was going. As she passed through a doorway, it closed behind us with a faint hiss.

“Your Dad and I will be raising our mind shields for a while, so you won’t be able to hear us, and we won’t be able to hear you,” Mom told me calmly. “Have fun.”

“Have fun with what?” My words echoed oddly, and I knew that they hadn’t heard me. 

That was not very reassuring.


Chapter 19

Tessa’s POV:

Aeria was completely relaxed as she walked down the short hallway and opened another door. This room was full of numerous crates that were packed together to form narrow rows between them. The air was somewhat stagnant and not what I was used to.

We went up and down a few rows before going through yet another door into another room with more crates. I hadn’t seen another Kymari since we left the others, which I thought was odd considering how many had been in this building up until this point.

Aeria had barely taken several steps into this room when a hiss issued from my throat. My claws extended, digging into her thick shoulder pads. My head whipped around as my nostrils flared at the faint smell. Danger.

Something was in the room, and it wasn’t good. 

“Mom! Dad! There’s something bad in here!” My words echoed back at me.

“Dirk! Tell Mom and Dad to warn Aeria!” This call also echoed. It wasn’t the first time Dirk had blocked the mindlink, but this was certainly the worst time possible.

They couldn’t hear me. That meant they also wouldn’t be able to warn Aeria. I couldn’t just let her walk into danger! 

“Aeria! There’s danger here!” The words echoed through my mind. 

Nothing. She continued walking towards the crates as she had in the last room. Something told me that I should avoid such narrow spaces.

Getting desperate, I half unfurled my wings with a warning screech as I tried again. “Aeria! There’s something in this room!” 

The smell was almost chokingly strong – we had to leave, now!

“Aeria! There’s danger!” 

I barely registered that my last call had lacked an echo before a flare of alarm jolted through me when I spotted a shiny black bump emerge from between two of the crates just above us.

With a shriek, I jumped up towards the creature’s nose. My claws dug into the black scales on its nose before my feet pushed me to a safer distance. The nose rapidly retreated into the shadows with a chilling silence. Aeria pulled on my leash to bring me back to her.

She caught me and cradled me in her arms as she jogged away from the creature’s hiding spot. “Good job!”

We quickly escaped into another room and closed the door behind us. I exhaled in relief before tensing. There was another smell here, and it wasn’t much better than what we had just escaped.

I tried warning Aeria again. “There is something bad in this room, too.”

There was no echo, but Aeria didn’t react to my voice. “Aeria? Can you hear me? There’s danger.”

She shifted me onto her shoulder, still not replying to my mindvoice. I already knew that Aeria couldn’t understand the spoken dragonet language, and my jaws refused to form the sounds of her speech. The inability to communicate was frustrating. 

A growl left my throat as I scanned the room. The grating sound of it was quite different from the playful version that she had heard many times before. It was my best way of warning her at the moment.

She glanced at me as she began walking quickly and warily through more rows of crates. I kept glancing around in case this thing tried to sneak up on us. I quickly realized that it was hard to watch for something if you didn’t know what you were looking for.

With a faint huff, I concentrated on the Blood Memories. It was hard to pull them up since the smell was so distracting and I was trying to watch for the danger.

Crawler. There was some sort of mutant spider in this room. It wasn’t that big, but its bite would put Aeria in the hospital.

I searched harder; the creature in the last room had been a sicora. Or, at least, that was my best guess. The Memories told me that it should have attacked, not ran away. Sicora were very dangerous.

My tail lashed as the scent got stronger, and I was relieved to see another door ahead of us. Thankfully, we got out of the room without seeing the crawler. The door led to an empty hallway, and we walked down it.

I jumped slightly as Mom’s voice appeared in my head. “Put your mind shield up. It was just a test. It’s Dirk’s turn now. We can talk later.”

A test?

The door ahead of us opened with a faint hiss, revealing the others whom we had left behind earlier. I stared in shock before realizing that we had come in through a different door. 

Mom snorted faintly as we came towards her. Belatedly, I raised my mind shield like she had told me to. Aeria lifted her hand to me, and I climbed on.

She passed me to Taureen, and I jumped onto his leather gauntlet as he took my leash. Dirk looked confused and slightly uneasy as he was passed to Aeria.

With Dirk now on her shoulder, Aeria turned and walked through the door that we had originally gone through, leaving the group behind once more.

Everyone was relaxed, except for me. I had smelled those creatures – there was no way I could just forget about them. But Mom said it had been a test…

She was lying down on Taureen’s shoulder pad while Dad sat on his other one. Neither one looked concerned. Did they know what was in those rooms? Somehow, I suspected that they did. Aeria had seen the sicora and hadn’t been scared.

I climbed up Taureen’s shirt so I could be near Mom. She draped her wing over me reassuringly. Even with her beside me, my eyes kept drifting back to the two doors uneasily.

“The scarlet is still on edge,” one of the Kymari commented.

Taureen glanced at me. “I’m not too surprised. Tasha doesn’t calm down until she either sees them dead or hasn’t been able to smell them for a couple of hours.”

Tkael murmured, “It was a bit of a challenge to get the sicora hide in the room and seal the ventilation system so no trace of the scent could get out here. We actually had to replace the doors with true airlock ones, but it will be worth it for future training sessions.”

“It won’t take Aeria long to go through the rooms,” Soranto said as he watched the door. “I’m curious to hear if they reacted differently.”

Silence fell as we continued to wait. With my mind shields up, I wouldn’t know if Dirk even tried to call me. I hoped that he didn’t get as scared as I did.

Just when I began to wonder if they had been ambushed, the door opened. Aeria came through, with Dirk hiding under her long black hair.

“How did it go?” Taureen inquired as he walked towards her.

Aeria rubbed Dirk’s head in an attempt to soothe him. “Even someone who had never seen a fire lizard before would have known that something was wrong. Both of them picked up the sicora’s scent the moment we walked through the door and reacted quite strongly. Tessa actually managed to scratch its nose when she spotted it. She saw it almost before I did.”

Dad flew from Taureen’s shoulder to Aeria’s, bumping his head against Dirk’s. From how my brother looked at him, I was pretty sure that they were mindspeaking.

Mom nuzzled my head, chirping aloud, “You can lower your mind shields now.”

“It’s a good thing I had a leash on Dirk, though,” Aeria continued. “Or else he would have bolted when he caught a glimpse of the sicora.”

“That thing was huge! It would have swallowed me in one bite! I can’t fly well enough to fight something like that, and Aeria wouldn’t turn back regardless of how much I hissed and snarled!” Dirk’s voice was still shaking.

Dad hummed reassuringly. “There was no need for you to fight it. Normally, a handler has at least two fighters with them so we don’t get close to the danger. We simply guide them close to it or warn them of its presence. Most fledglings will flee from sicora, which is a safer choice for them. The desire to kill these creatures comes as you grow up.”

“How did they do in the room with the crawler?” Tkael asked.

“I didn’t see it, but both of them knew something was around. They were getting pretty worked up, so I didn’t go through all of the rows.”

He nodded, unsurprised. “We suspected that their reaction was instinctive, and this just confirms it. It’s interesting that Dirk tried to evade the sicora instead of attacking it, although as long as they do react, that is all that is needed.”

Taureen looked around. “I think that is enough for today.”

Everyone nodded as we turned around and left the way our group had originally come.

“Was the sicora real?” I asked Mom.

“They used the skin from a dead one to leave scent trails. They also put the hide on something to make it look like it was still alive. A robot made it move back if someone got too close. The crawler was one that they killed on a ship a few days ago.”

“Why would they let something like that on a ship?”

“It snuck on board. That is why the dragonets check the spaceships. To keep sicora and crawlers off this planet. Dragonets help their handlers find them, and then the fighters kill them.” 

I didn’t like the sicora and wanted to avoid that terrible smell, but I didn’t like the thought of them sneaking into the city either. It gave me a lot to think about on the way home.


Chapter 20

Tessa’s POV:

I held still as Aeria put my harness on, tentatively inquiring, “We aren’t going back to the room with the sicora, are we?”

“No,” she replied, “we are going to see some friends of your Mom and Dad. They have the morning off, so we’re going now.”

She could hear me if I tried to talk to her now. My attempts to warn her two days ago in the sicora room had worked, but she hadn’t replied because there had been video cameras watching us.

I perked up my ear tufts in curiosity, wondering who these people were. Mom didn’t really like any Kymari besides Taureen and Aeria.

It wasn’t long before we were walking down the sidewalk. I was on Aeria’s shoulder again, looking around in curiosity. There was so much to see along the street. Hover vehicles flew by quietly, other Kymari walked past, there were plants beside the sidewalk, and some buildings had interesting carvings on them while others had very smooth sides.

We left the sidewalk and approached a house. A big fully enclosed backyard was visible even as we walked up to the front door. Taureen touched his finger to an odd carving beside the door, and a doorbell inside chimed.

“Come in, Taureen, Aeria. We’re in the living room.”

Taureen opened the door for Aeria, letting her enter first. Mom sat up in excitement, and even Dad looked eager to go inside. We went down the hallway and entered a room. My jaw dropped in surprise when I saw two dragonets under a heat lamp on a central table.

One had red scales like me! The other dragonet was bright purple. Both of them were watching us as Aeria and Taureen sat down on a couch and unclipped our harnesses.

“Go on,” Taureen told Mom at the same time that Aeria nodded at Dad.

Mom and Dad immediately flew towards the purple and red dragonets, who were also spreading their wings and taking off. I watched with wide eyes as they whirled and twirled around one another happily.

“About time you came to visit, Tasha! I have been waiting to see your children for weeks!” The woman’s voice came from the red dragonet.

“Things only happen so fast,” Mom replied. “Their first outing was only the other day.”

“Let’s land and see if we can coax the cuties closer.”

All four of them landed on the central table, looking at Dirk and me.

“Dirk, Tessa, come meet Serena and Tom.”

I was suddenly nervous – I had never met another dragonet before. Taureen and Aeria were relaxed, though. Somewhat shyly, I glided over and landed on the edge of the table close to Mom. Dirk landed beside me, also unsure of what to make of Mom’s friends.

“Dirk, Tessa, this is Serena and Tom. Alec is their handler, and he is in the loop.” As odd as her wording was, I knew that it meant he was one of the trusted ones.

I nodded a greeting at the dragonets and took a step closer. Serena took a few steps forward and happily bunted her nose against my shoulder in a greeting.

“It’s good to see you. I’ve been waiting to meet you ever since your Mom told me that you two hatched.”

I didn’t know what to make of this very friendly lady, and I just blinked at her, unsure of how to respond.

She kept talking. “And you have red scales, too! I bet you know exactly how hard it is to play a fair game of hide and go seek.”

That one made me grin. It was very hard to play hide and go seek when your scales stood out so much. She draped a wing over me as she grinned in return.

“Let’s enjoy the heat, and I can tell you some tricks to get around that problem.” 

I glanced at Mom, and at her nod, I followed the scarlet female the short distance to the warm sand. 

As soon as I settled down, she started talking, “The easiest way to hide is to find a dark place. Red doesn’t stand out as much in the dark. Your Mom or Dad couldn’t pull that off with their bright scales, but reds and purples can. Another way is to roll in the mud, keeping in mind that your Mom might throw a fit. Oh, and let’s not forget about-”

I listened intently as she kept talking. She had a lot of ideas, tricks, and tips on how to hide and move without our bright red scales being seen. Other than an occasional nod or tilt of my head if I didn’t understand something, I didn’t even have to talk.

Dirk was probably going to regret my visit with Serena.

It didn’t take long before I lost all nervousness around the two friendly dragonets. Once I got used to how they occasionally nuzzled me or draped their wing over me, I was completely relaxed. It struck me as odd until I realized that the Kymari rarely touched us unless we came to them. Dragonets were different, and in a way, it seemed more natural.

I began shifting my wings more often, and Serena grinned as she spotted the early signs of my restlessness. She jumped to her feet and gently whacked me with her wing. 

“Tag! You’re it!” She blasted into the air like a red lightning bolt, the wind from her takeoff scattering sand across the table.

I scrambled to my feet before pursuing her. After one loop of the room, it was clear that Serena was just as fast as Mom. My sights turned to Dirk, who saw me coming and jumped down from the table in an attempt to evade me.

My dive took me down as I carefully, yet quickly, banked into the limited space between the Kymari’s legs and the center table. Dirk hadn’t expected that. Balling up my fists, I tapped his back as I flew over him.

“You’re it!”

He managed to jump up and tag Mom’s tail where it rested along the edge of the table. Dad bolted into the air before Mom could catch him, and Tom wasn’t far behind.

Serena swooped past me. “This way, quick!”

My wings beat faster as I tried to keep up with her. She darted through a small access door and out into the backyard. A glance over my shoulder showed that the Kymari were getting to their feet, likely guessing that this game was heading outside, but they didn’t look worried or concerned. Mom was airborne, searching for any sign of weakness or mistakes among her potential targets.

That was good enough to count as permission for me. 

I pushed the door open with my nose and scampered through it. This backyard had more trees, and in many places, I couldn’t see the fence past all of the leaves. Serena was nowhere in sight.

If I wasn’t the fastest to evade getting tagged, then I had to avoid being found. My wings quickly took me into the shelter of the leaves as I searched for a better hiding place. The backdoor opened as the Kymari came out. While the door was open, streaks of silver, gold, blue, and purple shot past them.

Where could I hide… My eyes scanned the openings in the leaves. The red scales on my hands stood out brightly against brown bark and green leaves. There was no mud that I could see, although I wouldn’t have used it just for a game. Mom would not be happy if I got that dirty.

The other easy way to hide was in the shadows. Where could I go if I wanted to be in the shade where people couldn’t see me from above? Hiding below a bush or in a log weren’t options with my family – they always looked there. I needed an unusual hiding place.

My eyes focused on a possible place. I just had to get there without being spotted. Peering out of the leaves, I could see a few glimpses of shiny scales in the trees against the back of the fence. No one was close by.

I took off silently, weaving between the branches to keep my bright hide mostly hidden. My wings remained mostly level with my body, since raising or lowering my wings much would make me much more visible. 

I ducked under the overhang of the roof and glided along the underside of it, looking for a place I could perch. To my delight, I found some sort of light fixture tucked up close in the gap under the overhang and landed on it.

The Kymari were just to the side, barely visible past a tall shrub. Other than a few smaller shrubs, nothing else was close to the house. No one would think to look here. The three Kymari didn’t even notice me sneak into my hiding place. They continued talking quietly as the whistles, screeches, squawks, and other sounds came from the dragonets in the trees across the backyard.

“Have you had any real problems so far?” Alec inquired.

“Not yet,” Taureen replied. “Although they are just old enough now to mindspeak someone other than their parents.”

“Hmmm… I assume they are old enough to understand that it might not be a wise idea to let every Kymari in the immediate area hear them?”

Taureen nodded. “Yes, Tasha and Keegan both had several long talks with them about that. Their abilities are still limited by their youth, so they have to focus in order to be heard by someone.”

“At least we won’t have to worry about them forgetting and accidentally talking to dozens of people. The last thing we need is a couple of the old bloods getting wind of it and demanding that all of the fire lizards contribute in some way if they want to live in our cities.”

“The Elders would flatten their demands in an instant,” Aeria asserted quietly. “They would speak with each tame one to ensure that they were willing to stay with their handler, but once they ensure that it isn’t slavery, they will let things mostly continue as they have been. Granted, changes would be made so the fire lizards are more recognized as intelligent, but they already have a protected status.”

Alec sighed quietly. “You’re correct. I’m just overthinking things. Anyone in the city knows that our companions have always returned, even when off-leash, so it is clear that they are coming back willingly.”

Aeria reassured him. “Enough fire lizards have followed people out of the park that every incoming spaceship can be inspected. Those few have managed to protect an entire planet, and it isn’t as if there are many fire lizards to begin with. It will be centuries before the main park won’t be able to support their numbers. They have no technology and seem more than happy to co-exist, so the Elders won’t consider them a threat even if they learn that they are intelligent.”

“I’m not entirely certain that the Elders are unaware.” Taureen’s words were so soft that I could barely hear them, but it got the immediate attention of the two beside him.

“What?” Alec blurted out, staring at Taureen.

Taureen pulled something out of his pocket and handed to Alec. “I sent an update to Elder Dairno yesterday; look at the reply he sent this morning. Just the wording of it… it was enough that I went back through all of our correspondences and checked the notes I made about our conversations.”

Alec murmured as he read, “…and I hope all efforts will be made to ensure that the fledglings enjoy their training. Please keep me updated, particularly if they show signs of choosing a handler in the foreseeable future. I grant permission to take them into the main park without a leash, although I will request that they be introduced to as many Kymari as they are comfortable meeting during such outings. There are to be no restrictions on the youngsters’ choice.”

“There’s nothing concrete,” Taureen said in frustration, passing him a few more pieces of paper, “but I’m now quite positive that they have some idea of how smart our friends actually are, and that they are content to let the fire lizards pretend to simply be clever animals.”

Alec scanned the rest of the letter, before quickly moving onto Taureen’s notes.

“I helped someone else train a bond animal in the past,” Alec finally said in a somewhat troubled voice. “Bond animals generally choose their handlers, and we try to ensure that they like their training, but this isn’t a typical letter. The wording in the other ones isn’t what a handler usually sees, either. I’ve never seen this many suggestions about the bond animals getting to choose what they want.”

Alec frowned at the papers before handing them to Aeria.

He looked back at Taureen. “Is there any sign of them wanting confirmation or more details than the updates they are specifically asking for?”

“No. Thankfully, everything I am seeing is more or less telling us to continue as we are, unless ‘something comes up.’ The wording around the handler section is making me think that there won’t be any repercussions if a fledging joins the wild flock and refuses to return.”

“That is what I am understanding as well,” Alec replied. “Objectively, there really isn’t any harm with them staying in the park. They are quite safe there, and so far, every injured or ill adult has been found and rescued. The escaped youngster might decide to choose a handler later on. It wouldn’t be the first time that a fire lizard started following someone around, so more might still join the ranks.”

Taureen looked thoughtful. “Those are good points, but I think it may be more than that. If the Elders are aware of the fire lizards’ intelligence, this may be their assurance to them that any youngsters born in captivity will still have a choice.”

“I think you might be right,” Aeria said quietly, leafing through the papers again. “It might be my imagination, but there is no emphasis here that they need to choose a handler. However, Elder Dairno does state that his instructions will apply to any youngster. The Elders might be worried that the bonded ones won’t have young if they think their children don’t have a choice.”

“That could be it,” Alec stated. “We have had several pairs of bonded fire lizards for five years, and this is the first clutch. The wild population has had at least twenty-five clutches during that same time. If the Elders are certain of their intelligence, this is likely their way of offering an option for the future generations. If we are jumping to conclusions and they aren’t aware, then it makes sense to let an ambitious youngster join the wild flock, grow up, have a few clutches, before possibly returning.”

Aeria frowned slightly. “The Elders always take the long view of things. The fire lizards are the only known species that can detect sicora, and they are critically endangered. Either possibility fits because it ensures that the population will continue to grow.”

They looked at each other for a long moment before Alec asked, “So, basically, life goes on until the fire lizards themselves decide that they want to take the next step. Whether it is to remain with us, choose a handler of their own, or return to the park.”

Taureen nodded slowly. “As far as I can tell, yes.”

The group fell silent, lost in thought. 

I blinked slowly, wishing that they had kept talking, even if I didn’t understand everything they had said. Their conversation had been fascinating to listen to. I hadn’t realized that barely twenty dragonets and their handlers managed to protect an entire planet. We were the only ones who could stop the sicora and crawlers.

I also had a feeling that I hadn’t been meant to overhear this conversation. Quietly, I glided back the way I had come and around the corner of the house. Landing on the grass, I darted underneath the bushes as I made my way towards the trees.


Chapter 21

Tessa’s POV:

I peeked out from under the bush before sneaking through some very long grass. Pulling handfuls of the numerous flexible blades over me, I created a small grassy cave that should hide my red scales. It wasn’t the best, but it would have to work.

My mind kept going back to the conversation I had just overheard. Dragonets were much more important than what Mom and Dad had let on. We protected entire planets! Or, rather, we could if we had a handler.

We didn’t even have to be the ones to attack the sicora and crawlers – Mom and Dad had reassured us that a handler wouldn’t let us close to such creatures. It was why each of them had at least two guards with them if they were patrolling.

If I understood correctly, we had to go through training first. I didn’t know what training was, and the Blood Memories weren’t helping since the word applied to many things. Once this game was over, Serena would probably tell me. It didn’t take much to get her talking.

Too excited to sit still, I left my hiding place and jumped in the air to join the game even though I knew it wouldn’t take them long to spot me. I would just have to try my best to not get tagged.

I was faster than Dirk, but that didn’t stop the others from tagging me. I was doing better though, especially with the tips Serena had given me. It was fun to play with so many dragonets at once.

When my wings grew tired, I joined Dirk on a big rock in the sun. It didn’t take the adults long to join us for some sunbathing. Serena chose to lay down beside me, politely not blocking the sun. 

“Hey, Serena?”

“Yeah?”

“Do you do the same thing Mom does? Clearing ships and stuff?”

“Yes, all dragonets with handlers do.”

“How do you do it? Did someone teach you?”

She yawned sleepily. “I thought your mother would have told you about this. Our handler walks around with us, and we hiss or growl if we smell a sicora, crawler, or ktari. Once we find it, the fighters with us do the rest.”

“Is there something like training?”

“Not really. Your instincts will do most of it for you, just like in the test the other day. Most of our training is a joke since we can understand them – the majority of the Kymari don’t know that, though. The training is mostly about simple things, like leaving whatever you are doing to land on their shoulder or wrist when they call you.”

Well, that sounded much easier than I had feared.

“How does a dragonet choose a handler?”

She was quiet for so long that I thought she had fallen asleep. She replied quietly, “It depends on the person and the situation. For me, I had been badly injured. Alec was with Taureen when they found me. Neither of them knew the truth back then. By the time I healed, I didn’t want to return to the park – I wanted to hunt sicora instead. Not that Alec would have let me go at that time, since he didn’t know I wasn’t an animal.”

“What about others?”

“Many of them found someone they liked and began following them. It often took them months before they made up their mind and worked up enough courage to leave the park.”

That also seemed simple enough, but it meant that I would have to leave Mom and Dad.

“What about the friends and family they left behind?” I asked quietly.

“Your mom may not have visited the main park since you hatched, but before that, we all used to go there every day. We still get to see and visit our friends and family. That is a thought for the future though. You have barely fledged, and you are still young. No Kymari would even consider taking you from your Mom before you two were ready. You have months to think about your options.”

My muscles relaxed both from the heat of the sun and with relief. I was just over a month old, so there was lots of time to think. 

I had pretty much made up my mind, though. One day, I was going to become a planet protector.

I just had to figure out this training thing and then pick a handler. That was going to be a big decision, but it sounded like I was going to be meeting lots of Kymari. Choosing the right one was important. No one had said it out loud, but every bit of information I heard highlighted how significant the choice was. 

I yawned before letting the sun’s heat lull me to sleep. Alec, Serena, and Tom were scheduled to start their shift around lunchtime, so it wouldn’t be long before we left. They might as well get the chance to relax before leaving.





*           *          *





       I stretched out before happily bounding towards Aeria to let her put my harness on, eager to go for our afternoon outing. I grinned when Aeria had to adjust the straps to get my harness on this time. They had felt a bit snug when we left Alec’s earlier. My big lunch probably hadn’t helped either.

Taureen and Aeria were both wearing some sort of light armor and their heavier shoulder pads again. These were the same ones they wore whenever we left the house. I flew up to Aeria shoulder and let her put the leash on.

Turning back, I saw that Dirk was lazing underneath the heat lamp. I whistled impatiently at him.

“Hurry up, lazybones! You’re never going to see a crawler if you don’t leave the house!”

He grumbled, but got up and walked towards where Taureen was waiting. Dirk was hoping to see a crawler in real life since he hadn’t seen the one in the testing room. A sicora, on the other hand, was something he didn’t want to see again.

I didn’t really want to see one either, but I was kind of hoping to go back to that room now that I knew it was just a test. Things had moved too quickly, and I had been too scared to really stop and think. I wanted to try it again now that I knew what was happening.

Taureen and Aeria went out the front door, and just like the last two days, their guards were waiting for them. Tran and Vick walked beside Taureen, while Rhay and Sadria kept close to Aeria.

We hadn’t gone on a real patrol yet, but we were getting to go to small parks where our leashes were taken off. I was excited and couldn’t wait to see where we were going to go today. 

As we approached the sidewalk, a shuttle settled nearby. When half of the guards went inside, I realized that we were going in as well. My ear tufts perked up – I had never been in a shuttle before!

The inside of the shuttle was much more boring than I had expected. Pale grey walls, ten seats, and some windows. Taureen entered a code on a screen, and the shuttle lifted off the ground to head to our destination. Wherever it might be.

The handful of windows let us see outside as we rose slightly and skimmed above the road. This shuttle didn’t fly above the buildings like many of them did. The city went past for some time before the shuttle began slowing down. The numerous trees beside the sidewalk were likely the edge of another park, but this one looked bigger than the previous places we had visited.

Once the shuttle settled on the ground, the door opened and let us out. Mom was lying down lazily on Taureen’s shoulder, as if she didn’t have a care in the world. Dad also laid down, but was watching everything alertly. I tried to copy their pose, although there was no way I was going to be able to master Mom’s indifferent posture.

My leash was unclipped, but I didn’t move as the Kymari kept walking through the trees and down a section of stairs. The road and buildings were soon lost behind the trees. All I could see was greenery. I couldn’t even see the sky.

We entered a small clearing, and Taureen examined the area before saying, “This should be good enough.” 

He held his hands up to his shoulders, allowing both Mom and Dirk to climb on. When Aeria brought her hand close, I clambered on, knowing what was coming.

“Go on,” both Taureen and Aeria told us as they lifted their hands.

With a joyful trill, I threw myself skyward to weave among the branches. I was a much better flyer now. Not nearly as good as Mom or Dad, but much better than I had been. It took a lot of flying to tire me now.

The group began walking down the path as we flew overhead or explored nearby. Dirk and I remained close by, always within sight of the Kymari.

“Is this the park with the other dragonets?” Dirk asked.

“No,” Mom replied, “they are in a different park.”

I was disappointed, but also somewhat relieved. As much as I wanted to meet more dragonets, it was also scary to meet strangers.

Spotting a narrow twig of the perfect width, I carefully landed on a nearby branch and, with a bit of difficulty, snapped the twig off. Grabbing it in my hands, I swooped down and landed on Sadria’s shoulder before quickly stuffing one end of the twig in a joint in her armor.

Rhay watched in amusement. “It’s about time she picked on you first.”

I took off with a laughing whistle as Sadria pulled the twig out. It wasn’t the first object I had wedged between the overlapping sections of her armor, and it certainly wouldn’t be the last. 

It had taken me a day or so to get brave enough to approach the guards after first meeting them, but they seemed amused by my small mischiefs and let me torment them without a single complaint. Now, everyone got a turn, although Taureen and Aeria had no qualms about catching me and gently throwing me into the sky.

“If she’s comfortable enough with my presence to land on me,”  Sadria replied, “then I’ll welcome it. Although if she tries to stick another caterpillar down the back of my neck, I will be blocking her attempts.”

I flew higher into the trees, wondering how hard it would be to fly with a leaf that was bigger than one of my wings. Well, there was only one way to find out. 

How I was going to try to stick it into Rhay’s armor without tearing or crumpling the leaf would be another problem. He was a patient guy, though, and wouldn’t care if I sat on his shoulder as I tried to see which way worked best.

I grabbed the leaf and let my weight hang on it. The stem didn’t let go, so I used my claws to cut through it. Just as the leaf started to fall, my eyes travelled upward to see something diving towards me. It didn’t have scales. It was also much, much bigger than me.

With a scream, I released the leaf and flew straight down as fast as I could towards the Kymari, knowing that they could stop the eagle. They were already turning towards me at the sound of my cry while drawing their weapons. 

Two screeching battle cries split the air behind me; the voices belonged to Mom and Dad. My wing muscles strained from the speed as I quickly banked around the Kymari, landing hard on the ground beside Taureen’s feet with an impact that made my joints ache and almost sent me tumbling forward.

My eyes immediately went back to the eagle, which was already trying to flee. Mom was breathing plumes of flame at it, singeing its feathers as she dashed after it in a rage. Dad blasted up from below, a silver streak whose claws grabbed and shredded the bird’s wing feathers. He ignored Mom’s fire and was unharmed by it whenever some flowed over his scales.

Feathers drifted down as the terrified eagle struggled to fly with less and less plumage. It flew into the thick canopy, trying to evade my wrathful parents. I hated to break it to the eagle, but my parents would be able to whiz around the branches far better than its larger bulk could.

As they disappeared from my sight, Aeria knelt down and picked me up, cradling my shaking body in her arms. “Easy. You’re safe now.”

My heart was still beating far too fast. I glanced around as I looked for Dirk, spotting him on top of Taureen’s shoulder pad. He had flattened himself against the leather, trusting Taureen and the others to keep the danger away even though he was so exposed. His head slowly lifted as the now-distant screeches of the eagle, Mom, and Dad continued to fade.

“I guess we now know why no large eagles nest in the main park,” Tran commented.

“I didn’t even see that one coming,” Vick said unhappily, “and I was keeping an eye out for them.”

Tran replied, “It had to dive from quite a height to hit that kind of speed with those wide wings. The leaves are blocking our view of the sky as well. We may have to borrow some scanners for the future.”

“Smart girl,” Aeria whispered to me. “I’m glad you saw it in time.”

I didn’t move and just let her hold me as my heartbeat slowed down. The group kept walking, although they were more watchful now.

After a few minutes, Mom and Dad returned, gracefully flitting through the branches above. They dove down, banking around the Kymari as they checked on Dirk and me.

Taureen’s eyes followed Mom. “Is there anything left of that eagle?”

Mom landed on his shoulder with something in her hands. Taureen reached up and gently eased it out from under her sharp claws. He held up the eagle’s talon as he inspected it. Bits of blood and ash clung to the base.

“I’ll take that as a no,” Tran muttered. 

The group kept walking, and I eventually recovered enough to join Mom and Dad in the air again. This time, I kept a close eye on the sky above me.

We didn’t see any more eagles, although Mom did chase a furry red creature called a fox away from us. Tran and Vick idly began making bets on how many more things she was going to flame before our walk was over.

“Tessa, Dirk, come.”

I quickly dropped off the tree branch and swooped down to land on Taureen’s shoulder. Mom said it was called recall training, although Dad said that it was coming when we were called. Either way, I got a piece of fruit as a reward. The one time I hadn’t immediately come over, Taureen had given both pieces of fruit to Dirk.

Once I finished the fruit, Taureen nodded. “Go on.”

I flew off again, skimming the ground as I looked for small, round pebbles. They were much harder for the guards to pull out of their armor if I stuck them in the grooves behind their shoulders. Tran had helped Vick remove the last one I had wedged in since he couldn’t get a grip on it and hadn’t wanted to remove his vest.

As we climbed the stairs to leave the park, Soranto and Tkael found us. I was surprised to see them. They rarely joined us on our walks since they normally worked at this time of the day.

“How did the walk go so far?” Tkael asked.

“An eagle tried going after Tessa,” Taureen replied, “but let’s just say that Tasha and Keegan were less than impressed.”

Soranto winced. “In that case, I am going to assume that the eagle didn’t survive the lesson.”

“You would be correct.”

“You’ve probably been out here most of the afternoon,” Tkael observed. “I assume you are heading back?”

“Yes, we’re taking them home to let them relax.” Taureen paused to look at everyone. “Do our plans to visit the main park tomorrow still work?”

The six Kymari nodded.

“Bring your fireproof armor and energy shields. I’m not sure how the wild ones are going to react when they see us near two fledglings. Tasha and Keegan don’t consider us a threat, but they might.”

“Oh, lovely,” Soranto muttered.

Tran just chuckled, not at all bothered by the thought of getting flamed by a dragonet.


Chapter 22

Tessa’s POV:

My heart was beating fast as we approached the treeline. Even from here, I could see glimmers of color amongst the leaves. Gold, silver, red, purple, and blue. It took me a few moments to spot a green that was far too shiny to be a leaf.

Mom saw them too, and muttered, “That idiot. I told Drake only to bring a couple of friends, not the entire freaking flock.”

That did not reassure me. Perhaps I would just remain near the Kymari since most of the dragonets were too scared to come near them.

Soranto commented, “They sang not far from here this morning, and they must not have scattered too much. I can see one or two in the trees.”

“Does everyone have their energy shields set to activate with fire or a head strike?” Taureen murmured.

Everyone with us replied with a quiet ‘yes.’ 

“Let’s see if we can get to the large clearing inside the forest before too many of them notice the fledglings.” His words were clearly for his unaware companions since he knew of our ability to mindspeak.

Taureen was a step ahead of the group as we followed the path into the forest. Distant flickers of color shadowed us on both sides. There were lots of them.

Thankfully, it wasn’t long before we reached a big meadow. The Kymari sat down on benches not too far away from the trees. 

“Go on.”

For once, I wasn’t sure I wanted to leave Aeria’s hand. Nothing said I had to go near the trees, though, so I glided down to land in neatly trimmed grass near Sadria’s feet. I could probably stuff a few handfuls of grass in her boots to keep her occupied later on. If I was lucky, I might be able to locate a grasshopper or two to stick in Soranto’s pockets.

Mom and Dad immediately darted towards the trees to meet the friends that they hadn’t seen in over a month. About thirty dragonets flew out to greet them, and I stared as they danced around one another in graceful loops. More waited in the trees.

At this point, I had zero desire to go into the forest.

Dirk must have felt the same way since he joined me on the ground. His wide eyes gazed at the numerous strangers that he clearly did not want to meet. To distract himself, he wandered over to Tran’s boots and tried to undo the fasteners on them.

Tormenting the guards sounded far more fun than meeting strangers. 

I grabbed a handful of grass before trying to find a hole or gap in Sadria’s boot. The guards usually walked or paused only briefly, so this was my first chance to inspect their unusual footwear up close. Her shoulder guards rested on top of her other pieces of armor, which gave me plenty of holes to work with, but her legs were a different story.

I could see the joints, but the material overlapped and interlocked almost perfectly, leaving no gap. There were no openings to be found at the top of her armored boot either. It was like they were firmly attached to the armor protecting her legs, which I found thoroughly annoying.

My attempts to undo the fasteners on her boots were having about as much success as Dirk’s efforts. In other words, none.

Mom’s mindvoice broke through my thoughts, echoed by her trilling call. “Come meet some of my friends.”

I sat up and looked at her. Thankfully, she wasn’t in the trees, but rather, standing in the grass along the treeline. She wasn’t close, but she wasn’t overly far away, either. Dad was beside her, along with four other dragonets.

Four was more bearable than thirty. With a deep breath, I pushed myself into the air before slowly gliding towards her. I landed in the grass behind her and scooted closer to her, seeking comfort and reassurance. The sound of Dirk’s wings behind me was a relief.

A blue dragonet walked forward in curiosity. “Hello, I’m Drake.”

That was a name I recognized. He was one of Mom’s closer friends, and they spoke to each other at least once a day. I eased forward to shyly bump noses with him. 

“I’m Tessa.”

I took a step back and peered around him to look at the silver and green dragonets who were behind him. They were almost twice my size, but still not as big as the adults around us.

Drake glanced back at them. “These are my youngest children. The silver is Glen, and the green is Abby. I thought you might enjoy playing with someone close to your age.” 

My ear perked up at the thought of playing a game. Although, judging by their nervous glances towards the Kymari, they likely wouldn’t help me stuff grass into the guards’ armor.

“Uhhh…” I mumbled nervously. “What kind of games do you want to play?”

Mom interjected, “There is a creek in a clearing just behind these trees. You can play in the water, on the sand, in the grass, or fly around the clearing. Let’s go.”

She took to the air, and everyone else rose in a flurry of wings. Despite my misgivings, I quickly followed her. Dirk flew beside me, also aware that Mom wasn’t going to let him remain behind.

We barely passed five trees before reaching the clearing. The creek flowed slowly through it. From the air, I could still see the Kymari, although the shrubs and bushes blocked my sight as I landed beside the water.

“Let’s go for a swim!” Abby said excitedly, not waiting to hear my reply before jumping into the slowly flowing water.

I somehow doubted that this water was heated. 

Her brother jumped in after her, quickly bounding into deeper water. I didn’t want to seem scared, so I jumped in as well. The cold water splashed up my sides and onto my wings. Before I could even wince, more water sprayed my side, courtesy of Abby splashing me.

My wings scooped up some water as I splashed her back before bounding through the shallows to evade her. Dirk and Glen quickly joined the game.

Glen and Abby clearly had more practice than we did. The water also didn’t feel so cold once I got used to it. My harness clung damply to my scales, but didn’t impede my movements.

I scampered after Abby as she darted onto the grass along the shore. When I got closer, I jumped on her back, being careful with my claws. She squawked before the wrestling match began. I grinned when I saw Dirk coming to join the match.

Something grabbed my ankle and dragged me away. Glen grinned at me as his tail released my ankle. I had never thought of using my tail like that… I narrowed my eyes before crouching down in preparation to jump. He rose up on his back legs, expecting me to try and tackle him. 

I knew his larger size and strength gave him an advantage, so I darted in after his back legs. With a surprised snort, he dropped down to try and protect his ankles or pin me. The four of us continued wrestling, although Abby’s and Glen’s larger size meant that they were winning.

After I got pinned for the fifth time, I shook myself off and wandered to the sidelines to watch and catch my breath. Other dragonets had come out of the trees and were sitting or lounging nearby. Some were perched on branches, while others lazed on the sand or rocks. 

My head tilted as I gazed at the dozens of brightly colored dragonets who adorned the clearing like gems in Aeria’s jewelry box. I curled up where I was, spreading my wings to catch the sun and warm back up.

Most of the dragonets were already sunbathing. A green dragonet glided over and landed beside me.

As she lay down, she introduced herself, “Hello, Tessa. I’m Mia.”

“Hello.” I didn’t lift my head from the warm sand, hoping she would go to sleep.

She slowly reached out and touched my damp harness. “How long do you think it will take to dry?”

“I’m not sure. I’ve never gotten it this wet before.” The water rolled easily off my scales, but the harness didn’t have that ability. Thankfully, it wasn’t soaked, just slightly damp.

She looped her nail underneath one of the shoulder straps and extended her claw while pulling. After a few light tugs, she let go with a faint huff that I barely heard.

“What do you think of the park so far?” she asked.

“It’s a lot like the backyard. But I haven’t seen much of it yet.”

“I can give you a small tour, if you want.”

“Err… No, thank you.”

She hummed idly as she closed her eyes and relaxed in the sun.

Abby bounded over. “You can’t be tired yet! What do you want to do next? I can show you some fruit trees nearby.”

The thought of fruit was tempting, but I didn’t want to go that far from Mom and Dad. I sent her a glimpse of my emotions. Dirk and Glen showed no interest in the fruit trees, so Abby restricted her mindvoice to just me.

“It’s not far. The tree is almost visible from here. They will be able to hear us if we whistle.”

When I hesitated, she grinned and said, “Come on. I dare you.”

If she wanted to push me out of my comfort zone, then I could return the favor. I told her, “If I do this, then you have to help me put some flowers in the Kymari’s armor.”

Her ear tufts went back slightly, clearly uneasy about approaching the green giants.

It was my turn to bare my teeth in amusement. “Or are you too scared?”

Her head came up in determination. “Deal.”

She took two bounds before jumping into the air, and I followed in hot pursuit. Mom watched me go, but didn’t comment, probably aware that I wouldn’t go far.

The tree had been just out of sight and little red fruits adorned its branches. I landed on a branch near Abby and pulled one off the branch. It was juicy and tasted very good. 

I examined the ground. “Now, which flower looks the weirdest? It needs a hard stem for this to work.”

“They aren’t going to get mad?”

“Nah. It amuses them. I’ve done it hundreds of times.”

“Okay…”

“We can stick a few in their armor and fly back,” I reassured her.

She relaxed slightly. “Let’s do this. Araina is going to be jealous when I tell her I touched a Kymari.”

With a trilling whistle, I dropped out of the tree to grab the ugliest flower I could see.
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Chapter 23

Tessa’s POV:

I flew silently up behind the Kymari, who were still sitting on the benches and visiting. Abby was right behind me, carrying a flower of her own.

“We can both fit on Sadria’s shoulder.”

“Sounds good to me. Which one is Sadria?”

I sent her the mental image, although considering I was aiming right for her, it wasn’t much of a guess.

Just before we reached them, I trilled a greeting whistle so I didn’t startle them too badly. They were fighters. They jumped slightly, but just glanced back at us.

I landed on Sadria’s shoulder and promptly began stuffing the flower stem into a gap near the front of her neck. Abby touched down very nervously on the edge of her armor before tentatively tucking her flower into a joint along Sadria’s shoulder blade.

“Well, this is unusual,” Sadria commented calmly, not looking directly at us.

It took me only moments to have the flower securely in place where it pointed towards Sadria’s face. 

“Tessa, treat,” Taureen quietly said.

My ear tufts perked up when I saw that he was holding two sunburst berries. I immediately flew over to land on his wrist guard.

“Abby! He has sunburst berries! Come get one!” 

I gleefully began nibbling on mine, trying to make it last. The green fledgling was shaking as she landed beside me on Taureen’s outstretched wrist to get the last berry. Her eyes were wide and her ear tufts were back as they quivered. I realized that she was much more scared of my friends than I was of the forest.

“Come on,” I told her. “Let’s go find a quiet place to eat these.”

Her relief flooded the mindlink like a strong wave. Spreading my wings, I jumped up and flew towards the trees with a happy whistle. Just for fun, I did a barrel roll, although Abby quickly passed me as she took the lead, hurrying back to the concealing trees.

We found a big tree and landed there to leisurely nibble on the delicious berries.

“Where did he get them?” Abby asked. “Dad gave me and Glen one of these berries once.”

I shrugged. “I’m not sure, but I usually get one every day.”

Her longing and jealousy came through the mindlink.

“Mom and Dad will probably bring me back here another day, so we can always try it again.”

“Maybe. Let’s go find Glen and Dirk.”

I nodded and dropped drown from the branch as we went to locate the duo. 

It wasn’t hard to find them. They were still in the clearing with the adults.

“Hey, Glen,” Abby began excitedly. “I just had a sunburst berry!”

His head whipped around to stare at us incredulously. “Where did you find one?”

“Tasha’s handler had two, one for me and one for Tessa.” Her excitement showed through clearly, but the nervousness she had felt landing on his wrist also came through.

Mia, the green dragonet who had been curious about my harness, sat up with her ears pinned back. “What? You went near the Kymari? They could have kidnapped you and put you in a cage!”

A rude snort sounded as Mom lifted her head. “That is a lie, Mia, and you know it. Unless she was seriously injured, they wouldn’t even consider taking her from the park. Quit trying to scare them.”

“You have always favored the Kymari,” Mia retorted.

“And you have always favored the park. It’s personal preference. Let them make their own choices.”

Mia turned her gaze to me. “Do you plan to stay with the Kymari or enjoy freedom in the park?”

I wasn’t entirely sure why it seemed like they were arguing, so I thought about how to reply before doing so. “I want to help the Kymari keep sicora and crawlers off this planet. Although I don’t know what dragonets in the park do…”

The green dragonet winced slightly and turned her head away without replying. Mom smirked as a number of the dragonets looked uncomfortable. I looked around in confusion, still not understanding this conversation.

Drake shook out his wings, looking amused. “I concur that each dragonet gets to make the choice for themselves. While I greatly envy my friends who get to see sicora and crawlers killed on a weekly basis, I will admit that I am far too chicken to get that close to a Kymari.”

An image of a fat, feathery bird appeared in my mind, thoroughly confusing me until the Blood Memories also provided the implication that it meant he was scared. How were the Kymari scarier than the eagles and other dangers that lurked in the park? Such a thing puzzled me.

The dragonets went back to sunbathing now that the conversation was apparently settled. 

I looked at Abby in confusion. “What do you want to do now?”

“Well, we can go swimming again, sunbathe, explore the nearby area, or find some more fruit trees.”

“I don’t feel like sunbathing right now. What kind of fruit trees are close by?”

“There isn’t much near here, but there are some about a ten-minute flight away.”

“Isn’t it dangerous to go that far? What about eagles or other creatures?” I wanted to see the new types of fruit, but my close call with that eagle was at the forefront of my mind.

“There aren’t many eagles around here, and most are scared of us. As long as we don’t go near the ground, we won’t have to worry about foxes or snakes.”

This place was sounding more and more dangerous all the time. 

I really wanted to go, but I also wanted to survive this visit. I glanced over. “Hey, Dad, can you come with us to find these fruit trees?” 

“Sure,” he replied, getting to his feet. “Dirk, Glen, do you two want to come as well?”

“Yes!” Glen replied.

“Okay,” Dirk said, somewhat reluctantly.

The five of us flew through the forest as Dad led the way. The sheer number of trees was amazing. A game of hide and go seek could last forever out here!

As we flew over another pathway, several Kymari walking along it noticed us and commented on our harnesses. They were surprised to see Abby and Glen, while also wondering where Mom was. I hadn’t been aware that a random Kymari in the park would know what color Mom’s scales were. 

Speaking only to Dad, I asked, “How did they know Mom was gold?”

“You and Dirk are the first dragonets to hatch with the Kymari. Quite a few of them are following Taureen’s updates. They have very likely seen pictures of the four of us. Our harnesses are dead giveaways that we aren’t part of the wild flock.”

That made sense. “How do you know where these fruit trees are?”

“I lived in the park for over eight years, and we visit this area quite frequently.” 

“Why are the dragonets scared of the Kymari, but not of eagles and foxes?”

“It’s what they know. The unknown scares them. Would you ever follow a fox alone deep into the forest?”

“No!”

“All they know is the forest, so leaving the park to follow a Kymari would be just as scary for them.”

“How big is this park?”

“Very large. It would take several hours to fly across it, at the very least.”

It must be huge. I wasn’t even sure I could fly for an hour without stopping to rest. 

We flew through the open space between the tree canopy and underbrush. This part of the forest was thicker, and not much of the forest floor could be seen due to the number of shrubs and bushes. It was very easy to imagine all sorts of creatures lurking within the concealing greenery.

My nostrils flared at the smell of fruit, some of it quite overripe. Not long after, Dad landed on the branch of an orange tree. Dirk happily began wrestling one of the big round objects onto a sturdier part of the branch.

“There are several varieties of fruit trees around here. I’ll check the area quickly, but feel free to explore. Just don’t go near the ground. I’m not sure which trees have ripe fruit at the moment, so you’ll have to look around.”

I immediately asked Abby, “Want to come with me?”

“Sure! Let’s go check out the tree over there first.”

I followed her while Dad began circling the area for any potential dangers. There were a lot more normal trees than fruit trees. Some of the trees were just flowers, lots had unripe fruit, but a few had things we could eat.

Much to my disappointment, none of the trees had cantaloupes.

“Have you ever found a cantaloupe tree?”

“A what?” She paused, before continuing, “No, I haven’t. By the way, the Blood Memories say that they grow on vines, not trees. “

I would have to bring her a slice next time we came. I wondered if Taureen would let me plant one in the backyard.

We sampled most of the different kinds of ripe fruits we could find. A couple were good, although I made a mental note to never eat two of the bitter kinds again. 

Once we had eaten our fill, we flew back to the others to sunbathe along the creek.


Chapter 24

Tessa’s POV:

I quickly flipped upside down while flying, preventing Dirk from stealing the long ribbon attached to the back of my harness. It had been longer when we started this game, but the pieces readily tore if someone grabbed them.

Mom and Dad were focused on each other, although Dad had a bit more ribbon left than she did. Dirk was a slow flyer. He didn’t have much ribbon left on his harness at all. All of my practice was paying off. Not that it helped if Mom or Dad decided that they wanted a piece of my ribbon.

I was getting better at flying with the ribbon. When it had been longer, it did funny things like trying to slip in front of my wing if I banked too sharply, and having it wrap around my tail if I spun upside down just felt weird. 

The backyard was almost too small with all four of us flying around as fast as we could. A few quick wingbeats let me catch up to Dirk. Stretching my neck out, my jaws closed around another section of his ribbon. 

A light tug tore it free. We were only allowed to take one section at a time; otherwise, I could have snatched several. He hissed, upset that I had stolen another piece. With a laughing warble, I banked away before he could try to nip me.

Predictably, he gave chase, trying to take my ribbon. With a big beat of my wings, I aimed up while furiously backwinging midair. Dirk shot past below me, not anticipating my sudden stop.

My back foot managed to snag another piece of his ribbon. Folding my wings, I dropped down to gain speed before flying off again as Dirk tried to catch up.

Dirk and I needed a rest long before Mom and Dad did. We rested on the big rock while watching them whip around the backyard. A light tug on my harness made me look back.

“Hey! That’s no fair! You can only take pieces of my ribbon when we are flying!”

In retaliation of the unfair theft, my tail snagged a piece of his ribbon. It quickly turned into a wrestling match. Dirk was bigger than me, so by the time we finished, neither of us had any sections of ribbon left on our harnesses.

“Good evening, Taureen. How is it going?”

I looked up to see Soranto and two Kymari I didn’t recognize approaching the back gate. Taureen pressed a button on his wrist comm, and the gate clicked. Soranto held it open as the woman and girl walked through.

“It’s going well, Soranto. Adeline, Maria, welcome.”

The woman replied, “It’s been a while since we visited. I brought some salad for supper tonight.”

“Thanks,” Aeria said as she stood up. “I’ll go put that in the kitchen and bring some drinks out.”

“I’ll come help.”

Adeline and Aeria went inside, leaving Soranto and Maria to visit with Taureen. I dug through the Blood Memories, guessing that Maria was about nine or ten years old. It was hard to guess their age. 

I hadn’t been aware that Soranto had a kid or a wife, although it made sense considering how often he had mentioned those two names.

Taureen went to the side of the house and opened a sliding door that I had never seen them use before. He came back out with three more chairs, setting them down beside the other ones.

I flew over to the open door and landed in front of it, peering inside. It was a long narrow room filled with things like chairs, folding tables, and various tools to trim the trees and grass.

“Tessa, no,” Taureen said kindly. “The shed isn’t a place you should be playing.” 

I looked back at him and decided to get a closer look at Maria. I flew over and landed on Taureen’s shoulder as I examined the girl sitting beside Soranto. She was watching me with interest as a smile graced her face.

“She’s so cute,” Maria murmured.

“She is, but it’s her mother that we have to watch out for,” Soranto replied, his watchful gaze shifting between me and Mom.

Mom and Dad were still darting around with several sections of ribbon still attached to their harnesses. There was no way they could have missed the trio who had walked beneath them, but they weren’t stopping their game just because three apparently familiar Kymari had walked by.

Maria turned her head to watch the silver and gold shapes that were somehow managing to find and fly through every single available piece of airspace. 

“It’s always so neat to watch them with the ribbons,” she said in admiration.

Soranto shrugged lightly. “It is, and it’s a very good way for them to get their exercise. It also helps keep their flying skills honed.”

I laid down on Taureen’s shoulder as I hid a smirk. The game may be a very good way to build our flying skills, but Soranto had no clue that we mostly did it because it was fun. He was so clueless…

“Taureen, do you mind if I see if I can get her to come closer?” Maria inquired.

“You may.”

She pulled something out of her pocket and opened up her hand to reveal a bright orange berry. My ear tufts perked up in interest as I sat up. She placed the berry on the arm of the chair she was sitting on.

I took off from Taureen’s shoulder and glided past Soranto to land on the arm of her chair. I happily ate the berry and looked up at Maria. My nostrils flared as I hoped to pick up the scent of more berries.

Tentatively, she held her fingers closer, and I sniffed them. The faint smell of sap was an indication that she had likely pulled more than one berry off of the sunburst vines. I hopped onto her lap and shamelessly began checking her pockets.

“See, that’s why I told you to hide them better,” Soranto murmured.

Maria slowly reached out and gently stroked my back, not minding that I was trying to locate the hidden treats. Her two pockets were empty, but at least I had confirmation that there were more sunburst berries to be had. 

I should have known that Soranto would have shown her how to hide the berries. He always gave me one when he left in the evening, but I never managed to locate it before it appeared in his hand. 

Aeria and Adeline came back outside and passed everyone something to drink before sitting down.

“We will have to go inside before the storm hits,” Aeria said as she looked into the distance. 

I lifted my head and could see a few towering dark clouds past the trees. They were far away, though, so I wasn’t sure why the clouds bothered Aeria. The sun was still shining.

Leaving Maria’s lap, I glided over to our sunning rock where Dirk was dozing in the sunlight. A nap sounded like a good idea, so I laid down beside him and spread my wings to catch the warmth.

   

       A loud rumble woke me up as a large wind gust blasted across the backyard, dislodging leaves from the trees. My head shot up in alarm as I groggily tried to figure out what was going on.

Mom landed beside us, somehow managing to fly even though the wind was threatening to blow me off the rock.

“Tasha, Keegan, Tessa, Dirk,” Taureen called over the wind. “Let’s go inside.”

He held the door open, waiting for us. I looked up to see that the dark clouds were nearly upon us and almost ready to blot out the sun. A cold raindrop hit my back and rolled off my scales. A couple of other big drops splattered against the stone, leaving dark spots that foretold of what was to come.

I spread my wings, and even before I could jump, the wind plucked me off the rock. A startled squeal escaped my lips as I rowed my wings against the invisible force. 

It was way harder than flying with the leash. The wind came in bursts, forcing me to keep my wings close to my body in an attempt to keep the wind from grabbing them. What should have been an easy, short glide turned into a struggle to simply fly without letting the wind throw me across the backyard. 

The faint low howl and the trees bending in the wind gave me just enough warning to drop to the grass, fold my wings tightly, and use my claws to hang on tight. Dad dropped down beside and dug his claws into the grass as he covered me with his wing, forcing me closer to the ground.

The large gust of wind felt more like a big wave hitting me. Dirk was dashing across the stone patio towards the door when the gust hit, and it was strong enough to send him rolling.

Taureen bent down and caught him. He stood up, holding Dirk against his chest as he waited for the wind to die down a bit. Leaves and twigs dropped out of the trees, and the wind blew them across the grass.

The trees began to stand straighter, and in the brief respite, I darted out from under Dad’s wing as I raced to the door. He was right behind me as we ran inside. Taureen came in and closed the door behind us.

I looked around wildly until I spotted Mom on Taureen’s shoulder. She must have flown over while we had been running for the door. I breathed a sigh of relief, glad that we had made it inside safely.

Even inside, I could faintly hear the wind howling in protest of our escape. I flew over to the front window and looked outside.

The sun had disappeared behind the black clouds. From how the grass and flowers kept bending over, the wind wasn’t letting up. More streaks of water marred the window and ruined my view.

This was going to be a big storm.

“It looks like we will be taking the shuttle home,” Soranto observed.

His wife shrugged. “We knew it was coming.”

Taureen walked up behind me and put Dirk on the windowsill as he also looked outside. “If this lasts past dawn, it’ll probably be big enough to keep the wild flock from singing.”

Dirk and I looked at each other, unable to imagine not being able to sing the Morning Song. If we couldn’t even stand up outside, then I had no idea how the others would be able to fly.

The rain outside was coming down heavier now, making it hard to see across the street. It made me cold just looking at it. With a shake of my head, I turned and flew over to the heat lamp. 

I sighed happily as I curled up against Dad under the warm light. It was much better to be inside when such a storm was raging outside. It made me wonder how Abby was doing. We hadn’t been back to the main park for several days.

My chin rested on the sand as I focused on my memory of her face. “Hi, Abby. Is this big storm reaching the park, too?”

“Yeah… We went into the tunnels the moment we saw it. It’s too dangerous to go outside when so many branches are breaking off and dropping.”

“Tunnels?”

She sent an image of darkness – the lack of light underground. “There’s an entrance, an exit, six bedrooms, and a room with some dried fruit. It’s pretty cramped, but it’s safe. Where are you weathering out this storm?”

“We are inside the house now.” I sent her an image what I could see from where I lay, along with the feeling of the heat lamp above and warm sand below. 

“Ohhh… I wish I were warm right now. They let you inside without being in a cage?”

“I’ve never even seen a cage. There is a small door for us, so we can go in and out as we like, although I have no plans on going outside right now.” I shared the memory of what I had seen outside the window, of when the tree branches had bent so far, and how it had blown Dirk over.

She was silent for a moment. “That is a really strong wind. No wonder Dad made us go underground the moment he saw the clouds. Some trees will probably fall down, too. Can you show me more of the backyard?”

I tried to send her everything I remembered. The big piece of driftwood, sunning rock, trees, shrubs, heated pond, the small door, and the patio area where Taureen and Aeria usually sat. Then I sent some images from our game of ribbon tag earlier, of Dirk in his harness as his ribbon blew behind him while he tried to evade me, as well as Mom and Dad’s insanely fast flying.

“I’ve played a game like that before. We held a long piece of grass in our back claws though.”

My eyes closed as she shared several memories of playing the grass tag. Since we were both bored, she continued showing me things from the park. Little by little, a mental map formed in my mind; of creeks, ponds, fruit trees, paths, and little clearings.

Foxes weren’t too dangerous if you weren’t on the ground, and most of them knew better than to bother the dragonets who could breathe fire. Likewise, the few eagles in the park were also wary of the shiny dragonets.

Eventually, she ran out of things to show me. “What’s it like with the Kymari?”

I returned the favor of showing her as much as I could. The heat lamp, wall perches, and how we had the run of the house. The fruit dishes with their ever-changing variety. Being able to sing inside if it was raining outside. 

I made sure to include as many things as I could remember from our outings since I knew she had never been in a store or down a street. The memory smell of the sicora hide in the training area startled her, but when she didn’t say anything, I kept going.

By the time I ran out of things to share, it was late, and we were both tired.

“Thanks for the chat, Tessa. I’m going to go to sleep, but I’ll talk with you tomorrow.”

“Okay. We should make this a habit. Dirk gets tired of me talking.”

Her silent laughter rolled down the mindlink before it faded into silence.


Chapter 25

Tessa’s POV:

I sat on Taureen’s shoulder and looked around while he walked through the storage area. Tran and Vick flanked him as they matched his pace. Mom looked utterly bored.

Dad, Dirk, Aeria, and her two guards were somewhere else in the city as they patrolled a few buildings in the name of practice. 

My nose was focused on the smells around us, but I didn’t smell any sicora or crawlers. Which was probably a good thing. No one expected us to find anything in the city since the ships were always checked.

It was interesting, though. There were many things I had never seen before. My leash was more for show since Taureen knew I wouldn’t leave his shoulder without permission.

As we continued, my ears perked up when I recognized a building we were approaching. It was the same training building we had visited on our first outing. We went inside and the smell of Kymari sweat made me wrinkle my nose.

I didn’t remember exactly where the training room was, but many of the things we passed were familiar. When we reached the room with the airlock door, I had a hard time playing it cool since I had wanted to come back here for a long time.

Instead, I decided to watch Mom. If I hadn’t known that she was paying attention, I wouldn’t have guessed it. Taking a deep breath, I still didn’t pick up the smell of either a crawler or the sicora.

Without pausing, Taureen and his two wingmen went through the airlock and down the hallway. The moment the second door opened, Mom hissed as she got to her feet. The smell of the sicora made me want to hiss as well, so I did. 

Her wings half unfurled as she looked around. Vick and Tran drew their weapons as we walked towards the crates. My heartbeat sped up as I realized that the crates had been moved around. I no longer knew where the sicora was.

We passed two intersections among the towering crates before Mom jumped off Taureen’s shoulder with a faint hiss. My jaw dropped – he hadn’t told her she could go!

She flew in a tight circle around the junction before coming to a hover in front of one path.

“Tasha, shoulder.”

Mom flew back to Taureen’s shoulder, pointedly staring at the opening as a growl rumbled through her chest. Taureen clipped another leash on her and walked that way, letting Tran take the lead as Vick dropped behind us. My nostrils flared as the scent got stronger.

Realization dawned on me – Mom had shown them the way! That was what she had meant when she said that we guided them to the sicora!

I couldn’t seem to stop growling now that I knew what the smell belonged to. We came to another intersection and paused as Taureen unclipped Mom’s leash. She took it as her signal to fly around again. I leaned forward on the shoulder pad, longing to join her, but it wasn’t possible with my leash. 

Mom pointed the way by hovering, before Taureen called her back again before putting the leash back on. She remained standing, still hissing faintly.

At the next intersection, Taureen unclipped my leash and then Mom’s. Mom left Taureen’s shoulder and whistled at me. I immediately followed behind her as she circled in front of the possible paths. It amazed me just how much stronger the smell was in front of the right passageway.

I still couldn’t hover, so I flew in small circles in front of the path while chittering. Apparently, I was going to have to work on my hovering skills…

“Tasha, Tessa, shoulder.”

Mom headed back with another brief follow-me whistle, and my wings hurried to try and keep up. Once she landed, she stared in the right direction. I tried to copy her, frequently glancing at her to see when we were supposed to stop. Taureen clipped our leashes on as we began moving again.

“Even though she reacted to the sicora last time, she is definitely learning from her mother,” Tran murmured as he took point again.

“She’s learning quickly, too,” Vick commented from behind. “It makes me wonder how much the wild ones are learning from these when they visit, and vice versa.”

“It’s hard to say,” Taureen replied, “but you saw how that little green one copied Tessa with the flowers during the first two visits. The silver fledgling joined them the last time, too. When one of them learn a trick or do something, it isn’t long before the others seem to know it.”

They fell silent as they kept walking. Each time we reached an intersection, the Kymari paused as our leashes were unclipped, and Mom and I pointed out the right direction before we kept going. 

I was seriously beginning to wonder how big this room was.

Mom pinned her ears back even further as she spat a fireball skyward. The flaming missile splattered against a black form wedged between two crates.

The sicora!

I rose up on my back legs and flared my wings with an alarm screech. The urge to flee and the desire to see it dead tore at me, leaving me deeply conflicted. Mom screamed a fierce battle cry, clearly ready to attack if her leash hadn’t restrained her. 

Two blasts of blue energy made me jump. They struck the sicora, which fell to the floor. The rigid shape reminded me that it wasn’t alive, making its presence easier to bear. 

Tran lunged forward with some sort of spear, using the sharp blade on the end to cut off its head. Mom spat another fireball at it, still hissing loudly.

Tran kicked the head away, keeping half an eye on Mom in case she sent more fire in his direction. Mom’s hissing tapered off to a low growl before slowly fading into silence.

After a long moment of hard staring, she shook herself hard enough that her scales chimed. With a heavy exhale, she sat down as her tense muscles relaxed.

I failed to see how she could relax while the air still stunk like that creature. Then I realized that my own growling had disappeared, and I no longer had the urge to flee or fight.

Without any discussion, the Kymari kept walking. After a few minutes, Mom lay back down, although she kept raising her head and sniffing the air.

I wasn’t sure whether to be happy or wary when we approached a second airlock door. The door opened as we entered air that wasn’t sullied by the sicora. My muscles relaxed as the door slid shut behind us. I was finally able to sit down.

The hallway wasn’t long; when we went through the next airlock door, I pinned my ear tufts back with a growl that Mom echoed. The smell of the crawler wasn’t as bad as the sicora, but that wasn’t saying much.

Last time, Aeria had passed straight through, but this group was determined to locate the creature. Like the last room, Mom and I had our leashes removed whenever there was more than one possible path. 

The smell was growing stronger, and so were my growls. Suddenly, the smell began to fade. I snorted in confusion, although Mom turned around and faced the area behind us with a low growl. The Kymari stopped and began slowly backtracking. 

We must have passed it, and I hadn’t even noticed. Tran was going more slowly and checking the gaps between the crates. The smell faded once again, and this time, both Mom and I looked backwards.

Taureen pulled out a much longer leash and clipped it onto Mom’s harness before holding his hand up to her. She stepped up on his wrist, and he held out his hand.

“Go on. Find it.”

Mom immediately took to the air, although she glided slowly past the crates. Taureen’s quick walk kept the leash from pulling on her as she attempted to track it while on wing.

With a faint snort, she doubled back and landed on the floor with tense muscles. She lowered her head closer to the floor, and it took me a moment to realize that there were gaps under the crates.

She quickly moved to the next crate, and I marvelled at her smooth, alert movements. It made her look like a predator on a hunt. Even Abby’s memory of a hunting fox lacked her grace and focus.

Her ear tufts pinned back as she hissed at something I couldn’t see under the crate. I almost fell off Taureen’s shoulder as he bent over and scooped her up in a swift motion. As he backed up, Tran and Vick came forward.

Tran knelt down with his blaster in hand as he carefully looked under the crate. It took him only moments to spot whatever Mom had seen and fire his weapon. Using his spear, he fished it out from under the crate.

I stared at the eight-legged pest in a mixture of revulsion and disbelief. With its eight legs and black coloration, it vaguely reminded me of a spider. It was way bigger than a spider, though. It was even bigger than Mom. Sharp claws adorned its feet, and I could see the faint glint of two needle-like fangs from here. 

The worst part was that I knew it could turn into a sicora. Well, at least if it wasn’t dead.

The good news was that it was dead, although it hadn’t been alive before. This was a test, after all. Now, we knew that it was really dead.

Mom sneezed. “Goodness. How many days has that thing been dead for? I thought it was bad before he disturbed the body…”

Taureen didn’t even glance at her, pretending to be unable to hear her. I agreed with Mom, though. Now that it was out in the open air, it smelled like it was rotting. Judging by Vick’s face, he felt the same way. 

Tran got to his feet. “I say we leave this mess for the idiot trainee who was too lazy to skin the vermin. I didn’t realize how fast these things rotted.”

“Sounds good to me. I don’t think any of us brought the disposal bags, anyway,” Taureen said as he began walking again.

I was thankful when we left the room with the crates and continued down the corridors that smelled like Kymari. Not a whiff of sicora or crawler contaminated the air once Tran cleaned the gunk off his spear.

We rounded a corner, and I couldn’t help but stare at a rather odd looking Kymari on a bench ahead of us. His skin had numerous grey streaks that made him look rather pale compared to the dark green I had seen on every other Kymari.

He rose to his feet more slowly than I had expected as he focused on us. A few wrinkles on his face and hands made me realize that he was old. Very old.

“Don’t forget to act like an animal. Elders are sharp,” Mom whispered quietly into my mind.

Taureen came to a stop as he inclined his head respectfully. “Elder Dairno, I’m surprised to see you here today.”

“I haven’t seen either of the fledglings in person yet,” he replied amiably, “and they are fifty days old now. I happened to be here for other business and hung around to watch the video feed during today’s training session.”

“They are progressing by leaps and bounds,” Taureen said. “This was their second session with a sicora and crawler.”

“Yes, I found it interesting to watch the little scarlet learn.” 

He slowly reached up and brought his fingers close to me. I leaned forward to sniff them, before tentatively putting one hand on his thumb. I glanced back at Taureen, unsure if the Elder wanted me to step up or was just letting me sniff him.

Taureen reached up and unclipped my leash. “Go on.”

Looking back at the Elder, I delicately stepped onto his hand while being careful with my claws. I wasn’t sure if his greyish skin was more delicate, and I didn’t want to hurt him.

He moved me closer to his face as he gazed at me. I tilted my head and trilled at him, trying to act cute. He smiled gently as one of the fingers his other hand gently stroked my back. I rubbed my head against his hand while humming.

“Her friendliness is something I am pleased to see. I hope it’s something that she won’t grow out of.”

I sat down and gazed at the Elder as I tried to figure out how this guy managed to practically radiate a sense of calm. Just like the heat from the heat lamp, it wasn’t something you could miss. He was focused on Taureen, although he still continued to pet me with slow movements.

“We are hopeful,” Taureen replied, “although time will tell. She is more outgoing than her brother.”

The Elder stopped stroking my back and gently opened up my wing. I spread it wider, letting him see its true shape. His finger traced along the leading edge of it before brushing over the scales. 

He gently pushed my wing shut before holding me up to Taureen’s shoulder pad. I jumped off and turned around to watch him.

“I am curious to see how they will continue to develop and learn. My duties will be taking me out of the city for several months and I may not be able to reply, but continue to send me updates.”

“Certainly.”

“Then I shall bid you a good day.”

He turned and walked around the corner we had just come from. I blinked and tilted my head. That had been strangest Kymari I had met so far, and Taureen had introduced me to several dozen in the parks and along our walks.

“He really creeps me out,” Mom admitted quietly. “Although I’m seriously glad that he has never stopped by the house for a visit.”

Taureen and his friends continued through the hallway as I slowly laid down. I wanted to tell Mom about the earlier conversation I had overheard between Taureen and Alec about the Elders, but then they would know I had been listening. Perhaps Taureen had told Mom when I wasn’t around.

I couldn’t tell if the Elder knew or not. He hadn’t acted any differently from the other Kymari I had met, but when we were around others, Taureen acted like this too.

Was it an act? Did the Elder know? If he did know, what would it change? I didn’t have answers to any of these questions, and if what I had overheard was right, it wouldn’t change much.

With a big yawn, I dismissed the questions as I scratched an ear tuft.


Chapter 26

Tessa’s POV:

“I am so glad that my scales aren’t red,” Abby murmured as we stalked through the tall grass. “You are having almost no luck.”

We both knew she was right. Her green scales blended in far better than my red ones did.

I veered off to the side. “Give me a moment. I think I know how to fix this.” 

I would have to visit the creek before we went back to the Kymari, but the mud puddle at the base of a nearby tree would make it much easier to sneak closer to the big dragonflies. 

With a wince, I began rolling around in the slippery stuff. By the time I finished, only my head and the upper part of my neck weren’t thoroughly covered in mud. My feet squelched in the soaked dirt as I left the puddle.

Being this dirty did not feel right. Serena had failed to mention how unpleasantly the dirt and grit would rub between my scales.

A large blue dragonfly landed on a twig near the edge of the puddle, its clear wings glinting in the sunlight. Moving almost imperceptibly slowly, I edged closer to the watchful insect.

These things were nearly impossible to sneak up on – which was probably why Drake was offering a sunburst berry in exchange for whichever fledgling managed to ‘tap’ twenty dragonflies without harming them.

He said it was good skill to learn, but I was pretty sure that the adults were just tired of us tormenting them. Apparently, peace and quiet didn’t exist when all eight of the flock’s fledglings were in the same area. Drake’s version of ‘training’ was a far cry from my sicora and crawler training earlier today.

The dragonfly shifted, and I froze, hoping it would relax slightly. When it began cleaning its face, I slowly took another step closer. Then, another. I was getting so close…

It shifted its position, and I lunged forward as I whipped my wing above it. The light fluttering of its wings tickled the underside of my wing as it escaped, but I had touched it without harming it.

“I got another one, Drake!” I happily crowed across the mindlink.

“Good for you. That’s three now. Prita is at twelve, so you better hurry up.”

As much as I was beginning to like that blue dragonet, sometimes I just wanted to strangle him.

I managed to ‘tag’ six more dragonflies before Prita won the game and went to claim her berry. My back and sides were far too itchy to lament over the lost prize.

“Let’s go to the creek. I want to wash this mud off.”

“Come on, Dirk,” Abby called. “She’s probably going to need both of us to help her get her scales and harness halfway clean.”

I flew upstream to a sandy section and dove right into the water. My quick swim did nothing to dislodge any of the muck clinging to my scales. I swam to the shallows and rolled a few times on the sand, which removed a lot of it.

That still left a third of my scales hidden beneath my previous camouflage. 

My mind focused on a distant dragonet. “Hey, Serena, how do you get mud off of your scales when you roll in it?”

“Time, a lot of cleaning, and several helpers. Why?” The growing amusement in the undertone of her voice told me that she had a pretty good idea why I was asking.

I sent her a wordless image of how muddy my harness and back still were.

“Ohhh… You found a really good mud puddle. Have fun with that!”

I now had two dragonets that I wouldn’t mind strangling. She could have warned me earlier.

Abby snickered as she walked over, her and Dirk having been included in my conversation.

“You might as well spread your wings so Dirk and I can work on them,” she said as she grabbed a big handful of sand.

With a resigned sigh, I opened my wings for them. Dirk and Abby had big grins on their faces as they waded into the water to try and help me clean my scales. I used sand to scour my arms and neck of the tenacious mud. 

After far too long, I shook myself off as my scales chimed slightly, although I could still feel tiny bits of grit rubbing between most of them. The harness was fairly clean, but the underside undoubtedly needed to be washed before I wore it again.

“That should be good enough for now,” I said with a tired sigh. “I can probably get Aeria to clean and oil my scales later. Let’s go torment the Kymari. I think we need something better than ugly flowers this time.”

Abby considered it, far less fearful after so many times. “That sounds like a good idea. They always seem to have some sort of good fruit with them. As much as I am tempted to tie some grass around their ankles, that could land us in hot water with our parents since we shouldn’t be able to tie knots.”

“Well,” I said considerately, “since they always give us fruit, why don’t we take them some instead?”

“I like that idea!” Dirk piped up enthusiastically. “We can pick the sourest ones we can find and see if they eat them!”

Abby sprang into the air with a snicker. Dirk and I quickly followed her. She probably knew where the most unpleasant fruits were and normally avoided them.

“Nothing unripe,” I warned her, “or they won’t even attempt to try them.”

She grinned over her shoulder at me. “We can all pick different types, too. There are a lot of sour kinds in season right now.”

That was even better. Even if one of the Kymari realized what we were giving them, the others might remain unaware of what was in store for them. I really hoped that they didn’t recognize whatever we brought them.

My Blood Memories told me that it was highly unlikely, particularly among the handlers and their close friends.





       “Ready?” I asked the five fledglings who were brave enough to consider approaching the Kymari.

They all nodded or murmured a quiet yes. I took to the air, taking care to fly slowly since the two most recent additions to our group had only recently fledged. Surprisingly, their parents didn’t mind them approaching the Kymari as long as someone with a harness accompanied them.

We came up from behind the Kymari since it wasn’t any fun if they saw us coming. Dirk whistled a greeting so we didn’t startle them, but that didn’t give them much warning before they had six young dragonets landing on or near them.

Soranto and Tkael were present this afternoon, so we had eight Kymari to pick on. Well, there were dozens of other Kymari enjoying the park, but even I wasn’t keen on approaching them.

“What are they up to this time?” Rhay murmured.

“I’m not too sure. I’ve never seen this before,” Taureen replied quietly.

Dirk tended to gravitate towards Tran, and this time was no different. Tran examined the blue dragonet on his shoulder, not too sure why he was holding a small green berry in his jaws.

I crooned a feeding call at Soranto from where I sat on his shoulder. Somewhat to my surprise, he recognized the call and tentatively took the small yellow fruit from me.

“I guess I’m supposed to eat this…” he said. “I think someone has been helping feed younger chicks and is picking up some new tricks.”

Tran sighed slightly. “They must need more practice. I can’t imagine them feeding a nestling something this sour.”

Without a pause, he popped the green berry in his mouth. I had to give him credit, he didn’t even make a face, although I suspected that he had swallowed the berry whole.

“Thank you, Dirk.” Tran’s voice sounded completely sincere, as if Dirk hadn’t just brought him the worst thing he had likely tasted in years.

Soranto moved his hand to his mouth before chewing. I narrowed my eyes – something didn’t seem right. Leaning forward, I sniffed his face before snorting and jumping down to his lap to check his hands. I sent him an accusing glare, causing a couple of the other Kymari to chuckle as I caught Soranto’s attempt to pretend to eat what I had brought him.

“All right, all right. You caught me. But, please, in the future, bring me only things that you would actually eat.”

Under my scrutiny, he put it in his mouth. He didn’t manage to eat his as gracefully as the others were, but it was large enough that he had to chew it. He shuddered slightly at the taste.

“Oh my. No wonder the parents declined your help.” Soranto shook his head, still trying to get over the taste of my ‘present’. “Perhaps this might give you a few hints for the future.”

He pulled a small container out of a pouch on his belt and opened it to reveal a selection of tasty fruits that didn’t grow in the park. He picked out a piece of cantaloupe and offered it to me as he passed the container to Tkael.

The container made two rounds before it was empty. With our prank over, we began romping around in the grass near their feet. We didn’t have to keep an eye on our surroundings when we were near the Kymari, which was a rare thing for the others.

Dirk, Abby, and another dragonet got distracted as they tried to stick a clover flower into Tran’s boot. The strange clasps and lack of clear gaps fascinated them as they tried to find a way past the armor’s defenses.

The other dragonets were more at ease on the ground than perching on the Kymari, which was fine with me. I was just happy that they didn’t mind going near my green friends. 

Abby gave up with a yawn and flopped down in the grass as she scanned the meadow out of habit. She asked Dirk, “You two arrived later than usual. What did you do today?”

Dirk replied, “I went with Dad and Aeria, and we went inside a building that fixes the shuttles. It was loud in there. Then we sat inside the veterinary waiting room and watched lots of strange animals come and go. Two of the vets came over to say hello, but that was it.”

In the shade underneath the bench, I rolled onto my back as I scratched a few spots under my harness straps where bits of mud apparently lingered. I was never rolling in the mud again, even if a sunburst berry was involved.

“Tessa? What did you and Tasha do today?” Abby asked, rolling over to look at me.

With a faint sigh, I rolled back onto my stomach, hoping that the long damp grass would ease the itching better than my pitiful attempts. “Well, at first, we walked through a building with lots of pipes. Then we went through the training center as Mom showed me how to guide Kymari to crawlers and sicora.”

She sat up, suddenly alert. “Did they use real ones?”

“Just a hide for the sicora, although it was in the shape of a real one. The crawler was already dead. In both cases, we were able to track the scent and show the Kymari the way.” I shared several glimpses from the training room, along with the scents.

All of the fledglings, including Dirk, stared at me as I went over all of the tricks and what I had learned.

“Whoa… that is intense,” Abby murmured.

“Is there something underneath the bench?” Sadria asked, shifting her weight as she checked the open area behind them again.

Uh oh. I had forgotten about our observers. Thinking quickly, I lunged forward and tackled Dirk. He squalled as the force of my jump sent us both rolling in the grass. The other quickly caught on and it became the biggest dragonet wrestling match that the Kymari had probably ever seen.




Chapter 27

Tessa’s POV:

Soranto, Tkael, and the four guards walked all the way to Taureen’s house with us. The guards went their separate ways, already having plans for the evening. Tkael and Soranto came inside for their usual visit.

They had stopped to buy some pre-cooked food on the way home, so Taureen and Aeria didn’t have to cook tonight. Once we were inside, Taureen and Aeria removed our harnesses while Tkael and Soranto grabbed the plates and utensils.

It wasn’t uncommon for them to eat in the living room as they visited. As they settled down to enjoy their dinner, I went out the access flap and into the backyard. 

My scales were still itchy from that mud. I rolled around in the damp sand on the edge of the pond and scrubbed my scales some more. It took a lot of work, but my arms, legs, chest, tail, and neck finally didn’t feel gritty when I shook myself. I couldn’t say the same for my back or wings, though.

I went back inside and curled up beside Dirk under the heat lamp, waiting impatiently for Taureen or Aeria to bring out the cleaning kit. They were barely halfway done eating, so I was going to have a wait a while. 

I had made it this long though, so I wasn’t about to be so rude as to ask them to stop eating just to clean my scales. I rolled upside down on the warm sand with a long-suffering sigh. My impatience was somehow managing to even annoy me; possibly moreso than my restless shifting was bothering my brother as he attempted to nap.

Mom got up and shook herself off, filling the air with the musical chiming of her scales. With a single beat of her wings, she jumped to the center table and landed beside Taureen’s plate. After a few sniffs, she grabbed a small piece of greyish stringy stuff.

She returned to her previous spot under the heat lamp. As she laid down, she pulled off strands and nibbled on them. My nostrils flared, and I snorted as I shook my head.

“That isn’t fruit,” I informed her, completely clueless as to how she had managed to mistake it for something edible.

She glanced at me from the corner of her eye before tearing off a larger chunk and tossing it at me. I recoiled from the foreign object. She gave a feeding croon and watched.

I eyed it up uncertainly. “What is it?”

“Something I enjoy occasionally. You might also like it.”

I sniffed it and shook my head, still convinced that she was crazy. It clearly wasn’t fruit.

 Mom narrowed her eyes and gave a faint snort, still watching. I now had a pretty good idea of how Soranto had felt when I had tormented him earlier. The only difference was that Mom was eating this stringy thing, and I was smart enough to never try that yellow fruit again.

I gave it a tentative lick, unwilling to put it in my mouth right away. It was… strange. It wasn’t sweet or sour, nor did it have the heavy taste that a cantaloupe or mango had.

After a second lick of the completely foreign tasting thing, I decided that it wasn’t bad. Just different. I picked it up and took a careful bite, discovering the reason Mom was tearing off small shreds. It was much harder to bite through than fruit. 

I managed to tear a tiny piece off and chewed it cautiously. The texture was so strange… kind of like the thick pulp of an orange, but not quite.

It was good enough that I finished the entire piece Mom had given me, but it wasn’t something I would want every day.

“So, exactly what was it?”

“I’m not too sure. Some sort of bird probably.”

Images of the little pretty songbirds from the park immediately plagued me, and I sent them to Mom. 

“No, it would be something they raise for meat. Like a chicken.” She sent an image of a fat bird whose calls were nothing like the songbirds. 

It made me feel a bit better, although I had zero desire in trying another piece of the meat right now. The unusual silence made me aware of our spectators. They had almost finished their meals and were watching us.

“That was interesting,” Tkael commented quietly. “She wasn’t too keen on it, so meat might be an acquired taste.”

“Or it may come with age,” Taureen countered thoughtfully. “This isn’t the first time Keegan or Tasha have raided our plates, but it is the first time I have seen them offer any of it to the fledglings.”

Tkael shrugged. “Time will tell.”

Soranto got to his feet and collected the dishes before taking them to the kitchen. Aeria followed with the leftover food. My head lifted the moment I saw Taureen pull out the cleaning kit.

I didn’t waste a single moment as I bounded over. I took care not to step on the pale red marks on his leg. They were all that remained of the cuts that had been under the bandages. 

I lay down on his lap as he pulled out the scouring pad and began scrubbing my scales gently. My head lolled to the side, and I examined the red marks just past my nose. With a slow blink, I realized that there were two sets of four long healing cuts. Exactly like a dragonet hadn’t watched their claws.

The marks were too far apart for any of the fledglings. He also had the injuries before we had visited the park. I wracked my brain, but all I could think of was that Mom or Dad must have slipped at the wrong moment. I made a mental note to avoid making such a mistake, especially since my claws were getting much sharper.

“I don’t think I have ever seen you this dirty, Tessa. What did you do? Roll in the mud?”

It took a force of will to not react in a way that Tkael might notice. Dirk sneezed from under the heat lamp, although his laughter rang across the mindlink.

 “Something like that…” I muttered, embarrassment coloring my voice as I let him and my family hear my response. 

Soranto and Aeria returned and sat down in their usual seats again. Mom went over to Aeria when she pulled out another cleaning kit.

It took Taureen a long time to clean my scales. Aeria had finished polishing and oiling Mom’s scales before he finally got the last bit of dirt out from between my scales. Dad had just taken her place, leaving Dirk to whine and nudge my side as he looked longingly at the scouring pad in Taureen’s hand.

With an annoyed sigh, I stood up and snagged the vial of oil before flying across the room to Soranto. He might help oil us, but I had yet to see him or Tkael pick up the scouring pad.

After so many times, Soranto was familiar with this and took the vial from me as I stretched out my wings for the oil and massage.

I nearly fell asleep. Even after Soranto finished oiling my scales, I had no desire to move. The itch and grit were finally gone. I remained where I was, half-dozing as the evening went by.

Eventually, Soranto gently lifted me as he stood up. I meeped at him, sad that he was disturbing my rest. He took several steps before hesitating. I finally opened my eyes to see him standing near the end table with the heat lamp.

Mom and Dad were watching him – clearly unimpressed with his proximity. My muscles were relaxed, and I couldn’t bring myself to even get to my feet and glide down.

“Easy. I’m just returning your baby to you,” he murmured softly as he carefully lowered me to the edge of the sand tray.

Mom growled faintly as he got closer than she liked, but she didn’t do anything. Soranto set me on the sand and withdrew his hands as he stepped back with a relieved sigh.

“Pretty impressive,” Tkael commented from where he was still sitting. “I was halfway expecting her to try and scratch you like she usually does, but she didn’t even hiss.”

“I’m pretty sure it was because my fingers were hiding behind Tessa,” Soranto admitted.

Tkael chuckled deeply as he got to his feet and clapped Soranto on the shoulder. “One step at a time. I’m pretty sure that we pushed Tasha to her limits tonight, so let’s leave while we are still ahead.”

“Sounds good to me. See you tomorrow, Taureen, Aeria.”

“Good night,” Taureen and Aeria both replied.

I yawned and curled up tighter. A gentle swat across my rump made me jump.

“You better use the bathroom before Taureen goes for a shower,” Mom told me.

I groaned, but got to my feet. Our litter tray had disappeared earlier this week when we had mastered the use of the Kymari’s grey toilet-like facility. The worst part was that there was only one bathroom in the house.

I did my business and washed my hands as well as my feet for good measure. Then I went back to the sand for a good night’s sleep.


Chapter 28

Tessa’s POV:

The days and weeks slipped by in a blur of happiness. Our days varied slightly, although our daily walks and park visits were a guarantee if the weather was good. Some days I accompanied Taureen and Mom, and other days I was with Aeria and Dad. Occasionally, all of us wandered the streets and buildings of the city together.

I partially folded my wings as I dove through an opening in the tree canopy. I might not be quite as agile as Mom or Dad, but I was nimble enough to weave between the numerous branches. My smaller size also allowed me to slip through areas that the older fledglings couldn’t.

Swooping down towards the sandy area along the creek, I backwinged as hard as I could, although I still skidded to a halt from my speed.

“I win!” I crowed triumphantly. “And Tracey takes second place!”

The gold dragonet landed beside me and grinned as she tried to catch her breath.

It wasn’t more than a few seconds before most of the others were within sight. Our races were usually pretty close, although Tracey and I usually ended up competing against each other.

Dirk landed heavily and snorted. “How about a wrestling match?”

It was my turn to snort. “I’ll pass, thanks.”

Dirk had bulked up a lot, and it was no longer as much fun to wrestle with him since he always won.

Abby wasn’t keen on a wrestling match either. “What else can we do? We already bothered the Kymari and ate all of the fruit they were carrying. We visited Florence and brought some fruit for her nestlings. I’m not hungry enough to try locating a tree with ripe fruit.”

Dirk tilted his head in consideration. “We already swam in the creek and had a race. So, unless we want to go for another swim or sunbathe, I’m not sure.”

A purple fledgling commented, “Why don’t we go sunbathe with the adults for a while?”

Most of the others nodded and began flying towards the area our parents usually hung out. Reluctantly, I took to the air as I joined them. I simply didn’t understand how the wild fledglings and adults managed to sunbathe and nap so much.

It didn’t take us long to reach the clearing where about twenty dragonets were relaxing. Mom looked up as we glided into the area above them.

“Do you two want to nap now?” she asked, limiting her discussion to just Dirk and me. “There is something I would like to show you, but it can wait until after you relax.”

Dirk’s ear tufts perked up in interest. “I’d like to see it.”

“Count me in,” I added. Almost anything was better than napping.

Mom got up and began leading us through the trees. She seemed lost in thought as she flew. Her silence and unusually solemn mood made me glance at Dirk, although he was no wiser than I was and just shrugged as best he could while flying.

She landed on a branch above a small pond beside one of the Kymari walking trails. We landed next to her. This area wasn’t exactly new to us, which just left me more confused.

“This is the place where I made my choice to join the Kymari,” Mom told us softly, her voice distant. “Drake had cut out my old tracker, and it must have flowed down the creek into this pond. I found Taureen on this bench days later, mourning because he thought I had died. I made my choice years ago, but soon you will have to decide what you want.”

This wasn’t the first time we had heard the story of Mom’s original escape and return, although this was the first time she was telling us that we would have to make a decision.

She looked at us. “You don’t need to make your choice now. There is time, but if you are heavily leaning towards living in the park as part of the wild flock, then it would be wise to think hard over the next few weeks.”

“Wouldn’t they recognize us?” Dirk asked in confusion. “It isn’t possible to cut our harnesses either.”

“The harnesses you are currently wearing have a weak point, and we can get them off. It would be best to drop them in this pond since only Taureen and Aeria know that Drake had removed my tracker. Any other Kymari will assume that you were kidnapped. You would have to hide in the far side of the park for a few months and keep your distance from all Kymari, but freedom can be yours. Consider both paths carefully. It will be easier to return to the Kymari than it will be to escape to the park later on.”

Even though I was positive that I wanted to remain with the Kymari, I took a few minutes to really think about it.

Would I want to be able to do what I wanted, whenever I wanted? Pick out whatever ripe fruit I desired? Spend all day flying free?

Did I really want to sleep in a cold hole in the ground instead of under a warm lamp? Sunbathe and nap for most of the day instead of possibly finding sicora or crawlers?

The boredom would likely drive me crazy within days. It was already hard to find enough things to keep me occupied during our daily visits.

I shook my head. “I would rather pick a handler any day of the week. Our visits here are fun, but I couldn’t handle it all day long. It’s too boring.”

Mom nodded, and I tilted my head at Dirk.

“I’m not sure,” he said quietly, sounding torn. “It’s fine being with all of you, but if I pick a handler, I’m scared that I might get very lonely.”

I hadn’t thought of that aspect and furrowed my eyebrows in thought.

Mom nodded. “That might happen, especially if you decide to not talk to your handler. The mindlink will help us keep in touch, but it is very different from having someone else around.”

“If I had a friend or partner, kind of like Tom and Serena, or you and Dad, I would be all for staying. I just don’t want to end up alone forever…” he trailed off.

“That is a perfectly reasonable concern,” Mom replied. “Not everyone is like Josh or Daisy, who prefer to be by themselves. It might be worth having a few conversations with the other bonded dragonets to discuss what it’s like to live by yourself.”

“You lived with Taureen for a while before Dad moved in,” I murmured. “What was it like?”

She considered it for a moment. “Before Taureen learned I could talk, it was occasionally boring. He did try to keep me amused, and since he was always around, I rarely felt lonely. After he found out, we talked a lot and grew quite close. I never felt lonely after that. But that was me. You two are more outgoing and sociable than I was. It might be different for you.”

“Well, when you and Dad were doing patrols, you would have only seen one another in the park or at home,” I commented, thinking aloud. “So, we won’t be alone much more than you two were. I’m sure we’ll still get to come to the park for several hours. I plan on talking with my handler, so that just leaves the night. I don’t think it will be too bad for me.”

Mom tilted her head. “We can always ask Taureen to put a heat lamp in one of the backrooms if you want to try sleeping alone and see what it’s like.”

“Please,” I requested. I couldn’t imagine what it would be like to sleep without someone snoring in my ear or rolling onto my tail. It sounded like heaven.

“I’ll ask him later tonight,” she replied. “There isn’t any rush. We have weeks, if not months, to think about this. I just wanted you to begin considering it.”

“I think I will find a quiet place to see if one of the bonded dragonets has time to talk,” Dirk said quietly.

“That sounds like a good idea,” I agreed. “Maybe they can share memories as well.”

He nodded and dropped off the branch, gliding away from us. Abby and Glen had shared tons of memories with me, so much so, that I had a very good idea of what life in the park was like. But I didn’t know what life was like for a lone bonded dragonet.

We had visited each bonded dragonet several times and knew them fairly well. I wandered closer to the tree trunk and settled down as I considered which dragonet to talk to first. 

Seeing that we had no more questions for her right now, Mom quietly flew back in the direction of the clearing where Dad still lounged in the sun. He had left the park to be with her, so if I ever fell in love with someone, they might join me, or I could possibly escape into the park.

But the thought of having a boyfriend seemed very unlikely, or at the very least, years into the future. It wasn’t something that interested me right now.

I had to take things one step at a time. With a mental list of the people I wanted to talk to, I opened up a mindlink to Daisy. As always, the quiet lady didn’t mind answering my questions. She shared as many memories and images as I asked for, showing almost every aspect of her life.

After thanking her, I contacted the next person, a dragonet who had fallen ill and had been taken into captivity without any choice in the matter. He missed singing the Morning Song with the flock, but that was about it. It wasn’t something he would have ever tried, but after nearly a year with his assigned handler, he had no intentions of going back to the park.

Over the next couple of hours, I spoke with over a dozen dragonets. The most ironic part was that my friends were still sunbathing, so I hadn’t even missed anything.

Everything I had learned only solidified my decision to eventually choose a handler. Although there was one thing I wanted to try first – I wanted to join the wild flock for the Morning Song at least once.

I got to my feet and stretched my wings as I asked Abby, “Are you guys awake yet?”

“Mmmm… no…” 

Sleep coated her voice, so I knew she wasn’t going anywhere for some time unless a fox or a Kymari showed up in the clearing. A sicora or crawler might also do the trick, but none had been seen inside the city since the first hive had been destroyed. The guards probably missed some lurking in the forests, but, supposedly, there wasn’t any way for them to get over the walls after the last upgrade.

I shook my head, once more reminded that life in the park was far too boring. There were other things I could do though. It was one thing to decide to remain with the Kymari, but picking the right handler was a big task. It wasn’t something I was about to rush into, and I was prepared to spend months choosing the perfect one if I had to.

Taking to the air, I flew among the trees until I located a clearing with a dozen Kymari enjoying the afternoon in the park. I landed in a tree and began studying these strangers. 

Now that I was closely watching the Kymari, things stood out. A couple of them almost never spoke, which strongly reminded me of Dirk’s fears of getting lonely. Another one was leaving the planet in a few weeks and would likely be gone for a year or so. Two of them had a faint accent that made me want to flick my ears whenever they spoke. 

None of them interested me, and it wasn’t long before I moved on. 

I paused near a bench, although I quickly left when I realized that the guy was having a quiet conversation with the woman he was courting. It was just too weird to sit there and listen to them.

Many Kymari were just walking along a path, so I had no way of knowing what their personality was like. Most of those I watched seemed decent, but that was beginning to look like a general trait among the Kymari. It wasn’t making my task any easier.

The more Kymari I watched, the more I kept comparing them to the ones I knew well, such as the four guards, Tkael, and – particularly – Soranto. 

Any of the guards would be thrilled if I chose them, and they did know a lot about dragonets. Tkael was too serious for my tastes, although I had nothing against his presence in the evening. Besides, I knew that he had no interest in having a bond animal.

My mind kept going back to Soranto, though. He was the most lighthearted and easygoing Kymari I had ever met. His sense of humor amused me. He was always willing to try anything, even if it meant eating an extremely sour piece of fruit.

He usually spent an hour or so at Taureen’s place every day, so I would get to visit my family regularly. I wasn’t as familiar with Adeline or Maria, though. 

Maria usually came with him once a week. As far as I could tell, she was sweet and kind, letting us decide if we wanted to come to her. Adeline seemed a lot like Aeria, but I had only seen her a few times since she worked in a different city.

I would have to think about it some more. Perhaps, I could even ask Aeria to invite Adeline over on her days off so I could learn more about her.

With nothing else to do and no one to play with, I flew to a tree along the edge of the meadow where Taureen, Aeria, and their friends relaxed. 

I didn’t get to watch them for long. Taureen and Aeria began calling our names as they got ready to head home. I waited a bit before flying over, hoping that they wouldn’t realize I had been watching.

Much to my disappointment, today was the day that Soranto was picking Maria up from school, so I wouldn’t see him this evening. He parted ways with our group as he went down a different street. 

As per usual, the guards left once we reached our home. Tkael went with them, discussing different ways to set up the training room for tomorrow’s session.

It was going to be a quiet night. 

As Taureen took off my harness, he said, “Your mother says that you want me to set up a heat lamp in the storage room? I can do it tonight, if you like.”

“Yes, please. I would really like to try it tonight.” 

He nodded and walked down the hallway.

Dirk looked at me and commented, “I want to try it tomorrow night.”

“Sure,” I replied.


Chapter 29

Tessa’s POV:

I stretched out as far as I could on the warm sand, revelling in the ability to do so without bumping into someone. The complete silence was strange, as well as a bit eerie, but it was the best sleep I had enjoyed in a very long time. I was kind of sad that Dirk already had dibs on this heat lamp tonight. 

With a faint sigh, I got to my feet and flew over to land on the floor by the door. It was only open a crack, and I pulled it open far enough for me to walk through.

The house was still quiet. I was surprised to see that I was the first one awake. I already knew that I would get growled at if I woke someone up, so I decided to go outside and look at the stars. It wasn’t something that I usually got up early enough to do.

The sky was still fairly dark, so the moon and stars stood out. I sat on the big piece of driftwood and gazed upwards appreciatively. The air was chilly, but not a breath of wind stirred. Other than a few crickets, the world was silent as the stars glittered overhead. There were no words to describe the experience, so I memorized the peaceful feeling to share later.

The stars faded as the sky slowly became lighter. The sound of the flap quietly opening made me look back to see Dad coming outside. He blinked at me in surprise before flying over to sit beside me.

We waited in silence for the sun to rise. It wasn’t long before Mom and Dirk joined us as well. I could feel the sun approaching the horizon, sending out its call even though we couldn’t see it yet.

The call’s strength grew as the sun peeked above the horizon, and we waited motionlessly for the cue to begin. A ripple of the light had us jumping towards the sky as our voices sang of our joy.

The happiness and hope filled my heart, even as I swerved to miss Dad. My aerobatics didn’t interfere with my song. My flying had gotten much better. I barely even had to think about it as I flew in loops around my family.

Joy and gladness danced through my veins, chasing away any other emotions. All that mattered was the song and the important message it wanted us to relay. Another day had begun, full of hope and possibilities – and we were a part of it.

Eventually, as it always did, the sun rose above the horizon and brought the song to an end. We flew over to where Taureen and Aeria sat. They already had several bowls of fruit out, so we enjoyed our breakfast while occasionally trading with each other for our favorite pieces.

“So, how did you find your night alone?” Dad asked.

I swallowed a piece of watermelon and grinned. “It was great. Dirk didn’t growl at me once for rolling on his tail.”

Dirk snorted. “Maybe that explains why I had a better sleep as well. You move almost as much in your sleep as you do during the day.”

I flicked him with my tail and proceeded to ignore him. 

“What are we doing today?” I asked Taureen and Aeria.

“You get to come with me today,” Taureen replied. “We are going to walk through a few of the busier marketplaces and visit a school to do a small presentation about bond animals.”

My ear tufts perked up. “That sounds interesting. Are Aeria, Dad, and Dirk going to the training room?”

“No, the training rooms are currently being cleaned and rearranged, so we won’t be able to go there until tomorrow.”

That was both exciting and unnerving. I would get to learn new things, but I also wouldn’t have any idea about what to expect in the training room. That was what the training sessions were for though; to teach me about the variety of things I might encounter. I couldn’t wait to see what the Kymari had managed to dream up this time.

There was never a rush in the mornings. Others may have been heading off to work earlier, but Taureen and Aeria really couldn’t do much until those people were at the places we were going. As nice as it was to relax while my scales were oiled and massaged, I was still impatient to get going.

By the time Taureen began walking to where our harnesses hung on the wall, I was already flying over to land on his shoulder. Thankfully, Mom wasn’t as slow as Dirk, so we were out of the house before the others.

A shuttle landed at the edge of the road. As Taureen got closer, the door opened to reveal Tran and Vick sitting inside. Somewhat to my surprise, we got into the shuttle. We usually walked wherever we were going, unless it was quite some distance away.

He sat beside the window, so I got to gawk at the city as the shuttle rose above the buildings. The roads below formed a pattern that I hadn’t realized existed. There were a lot of small parks, although most were just a couple dozen trees and a few benches. I would have to share the images with Abby later tonight during our usual evening talk.

There were a lot of shuttles coming and going from an area ahead of us. The shuttle dropped down to land smoothly in a marked parking spot on the ground. As we got out, I wasn’t sure where to look first. There were so many interesting and different things! Even Mom was looking around in curiosity.

There were hundreds of little areas with tables along the path ahead of us. Each area seemed to have something different. There was a lot of noise, but not nearly as much as I would have expected with so many people present. The clash of smells almost made me want to close my nostrils, although none were unpleasant.

I gazed around as we slowly moved along the path. My eyes widened when I saw people who weren’t Kymari. There were other alien races here! One had scales, another had fur and pointed ears, and two had blue skin.

I looked hard as we kept going, although there weren’t many other aliens. Only a dozen or so in total, and they were usually selling something at a table. 

The variety of things around us was bewildering. Electronics, food, clothing, and almost anything that anyone might possibly need. There was probably more here than in the various stores we had previously visited.

The shiny items kept distracting me, though. I craned my neck to the side as I stared longingly at a table with sparkly round objects that looked somewhat similar to the ‘shiny’ I had seen as a nestling. Now that I thought about it, I never had seen it again.

Taureen noticed my sudden interest and paused as he followed my gaze. He held his hand up to me, and I stepped onto his glove. To my delight, he walked over and lowered me closer to the table with the grape-sized shiny balls that sparkled in the sunlight.

“Take one,” he told me.

My eyes widened in excitement as I quickly tried to find the prettiest one. There were so many to choose from! 

With glance up at him, I gingerly stepped off his glove, carefully stepping between the pretty stones and glass balls on the table. The Kymari woman sitting behind the table smiled, likely amused at my indecision and excitement. 

Did I want the pretty clear blue one? Maybe a red one that matched my scales almost perfectly? Or one of the clear ones that glittered with rainbow colors? It was so hard to choose! I wasn’t sure if there was a color in existence that wasn’t present on this table somewhere.

Taureen murmured, “We are trying to get the youngsters well socialized. Would you mind seeing if she will let you pet her?”

“Those Elders are going to drive me crazy with their request for the youngsters to meet five strangers a week…” Mom muttered peevishly.

The woman’s smile grew larger with delight as she slowly moved her hand closer. I sniffed it and let her gently stroke my neck and back. I liked the attention, but the glittering objects surrounding me reclaimed my attention.

My eyes skimmed over all of them quickly, trying to see which ones captured my attention the most. I kept looking back at one in particular, a clear one that somehow caught the light to produce glimmers of the rainbow deep inside.

It was almost twice the size of most of the ones near the front of the table. I sat down beside it and put my hand on it as I looked up at Taureen hopefully. 

He nodded with a smile. “Sure, you can have that one. Back up.”

I took a few steps back, making sure my tail didn’t knock or touch anything. The woman picked up the shimmering ball and pulled something out from under the table. I watched in fascination as she attached a small clasp to it and looped a thin piece of leather cording through it.

She held it out towards me, and I trilled a thank-you before taking the cord in my mouth. Wary of the downdraft from my wings knocking something over, I trotted to the edge of the table. Taureen lifted me back up to his shoulder before pulling a small bag out of his belt pouch.

I firmly held onto the leather cord with one hand as I sat on Taureen’s shoulder. The pretty stone was much nicer than the old shiny I had once caught.

The woman shook her head. “Only half of the marked price. Having a bond animal choose an item from my table is something that not many can claim.”

He thanked her and handed over some strange pieces of what looked like metal. Some sort of money, although even the Blood Memories didn’t know much beyond that.

We continued walking, although it was hard to pay attention since I kept getting distracted by my new treasure. I quickly discovered that when Taureen walked, it shifted slightly from side to side on its cord and that made it really catch the light. It was hard to look away from the swirling clear rainbow hints within.

My nostrils flared at an unexpected scent, and my head swung around as a faint growl rumbled in my chest. Taureen glanced at me, and Tran and Vick became more alert. Mom lifted her head and took a deep breath before getting to her feet with a growl of her own.

“Good catch. It was so faint that I didn’t even notice it until you growled.”

I took another breath, but there were so many scents that it was hard to pick up the smell of the crawler again. It was much harder to detect than it had been in our training sessions.

“Well, this is going to be fun,” Tran commented, looking at the fairly busy marketplace. “At least they aren’t worked up enough for a sicora.”

Taureen clipped a leash onto my harness and held his hand up to Mom. She stepped on, still sniffing the air.

“Go on. Find it.”

She launched skyward, flying well above the heads of the people present as she circled in ever-widening loops. Then she backtracked and came to a hover, staring pointedly down at a table that I could barely see past all of the people. I took mental notes of how she had pointed it out.

“Tasha, shoulder,” Taureen called out.

She flew back and swooped down to land on his shoulder, her head pointing the way. Most of the people around us had stopped what they were doing as they watched us. Some of them spoke quietly to one another, and I learned that this was the first time that they had seen a fire lizard working since we usually caught everything while it was on the ships.

Tran and Vick had their weapons in their hand, but weren’t holding them like they did in our training session, possibly due to the number of people around. We stopped in front of the area Mom had hovered, and Taureen had her step onto his wrist again.

“Is there any chance of a crawler or sicora being in your booth?” Taureen asked the Kymari seller.

“I don’t think so. I haven’t seen anything, but there had been a crawler on the ship my new fabrics came in on.”

Taureen nodded and lifted his wrist higher, telling Mom, “Go on. Find it.”

She took off and circled around the small stall, eventually landing on a pile of blankets. Taureen walked closer and checked under the table, although there was nothing underneath besides neatly-stacked empty boxes. 

Mom dug down between two of the piles a bit before backing up and tilting her head in confusion. With a snort, she bounded onto another pile of blankets and rooted through it, knocking the pile sideways in the process. It looked a lot like what Dirk and I had once done with a clean pile of laundry.

After a few more checks, she gave up and flew back to Taureen’s shoulder. She rustled her wings before sitting down and looking around.

“If there was nothing in the crates you opened, then she is probably just reacting to the lingering scent from the ship,” Taureen said.

“The crates weren’t airtight, so that is likely it. It’s reassuring to know that the fire lizards are checking the ships. I really don’t want to find a crawler in my workshop or in my home.”

Taureen unclipped my leash as we continued on our way. I glanced back at the lady who was easily restacking the piles that Mom had messed up.

“It was just the scent from before?” I asked Mom.

“Yes. The scent of a live one is much stronger when you are close by. It’s better to have several false alarms than to potentially miss something. I just had to dig around to show where the scent trail ended. I’m impressed that you smelled it before I did. Good job!”

I trilled a soft gratitude for the praise. It made me feel like I was glowing inside.


Chapter 30

Tessa’s POV:

I sat alertly on Taureen’s wrist as I kept one eye on him and one eye on the audience. The dozen children listened avidly to his explanation of the various bond animal species, what they did, why they were treated differently, and how to recognize them by the marks on their harnesses or collars.

He was now coming to the fire lizards. “The fire lizards are a recent addition to the species deemed valuable enough to become bond animals. Does anyone know what the bonded fire lizards do?”

A boy piped up, “They can smell sicora and crawlers.”

“Exactly. Every galactic cycle, thousands of cities have to be quarantined inside powerful shields and completely burned down due to sicora and crawler outbreaks. The fire lizards are able to check all of the ships and almost completely eliminate the risk of that happening on this planet.”

A girl raised her hand, and when Taureen nodded at her, she asked, “Are fire lizards really only found on this planet?”

“Yes, they are a native species that has only been found in this city so far. As far as we can tell, there are fewer than two hundred of them left. They likely did not fare well when the Votaks invaded and colonized the planet. The Votaks wiped out over half of the animal species before we noticed that they had infiltrated this star system.”

I tilted my head as I realized that it was the same white aliens that Mom and Dad had told us about. The Blood Memories knew almost nothing about them, though. 

Taureen told the children about how the fire lizard handlers would walk through every incoming ship as well as patrolling around the city. He didn’t go into details about what happened when they actually found one of the creatures.

“Are there any more questions before we give a small demonstration?”

He looked around, but none of the eager children raised their hands or spoke. He pulled something out of his pocket and passed it to the teacher.

“There is a piece of crawler skin inside. I will take Tasha and Tessa out of the room while you hide it. Just remove the airtight lid and put the vial somewhere. Knock on the door when you want us to come back inside.”

Taureen went through the door and closed it behind him as we waited. I shifted my weight on Taureen’s wrist, eager to go back inside. Finding the source of the smell was becoming more and more like a game all the time. One that I really loved.

It seemed to take forever before there was a knock at the door. Taureen opened the door and walked inside. Tran and Vick were still standing along the wall, right where they had been the entire time.

My ear tufts went back as I growled lowly. Mom also growled as she stood up and partially opened her wings in agitation.  

If I hadn’t known that it was just a piece of skin in the vial, I would have thought that there was one in the room. The scent was much stronger than it had been in the marketplace. 

Taureen held his wrist up higher, bringing me closer to his face. “Tessa, go on. Find it.”

I leapt into the air, eager to prove my skills.  Also, the sooner I found that vial, the sooner they would put the lid on and contain the smell that made me want to scratch something. A quick circle of the room easily pinpointed the teacher’s desk. I hovered above it with some difficulty as I stared at it.

“Tessa, to fist.”

I flew back to land on his wrist, turning around to keep the desk in my sight. He walked over and held me in front of each drawer. The second drawer made me hiss at it. He opened up the drawer and held up the small vial for the class to see before putting the lid back on. 

He twisted a dial on the lid to firmly seal it before putting it into another container, which he put back in his pouch. I caught a glimpse of my shiny in the same pouch and hoped that the vial wouldn’t make it smell bad.

After thanking the class and teacher for letting him visit, we left with Tran and Vick following us like shadows. I went back on his shoulder and laid down to relax and enjoy the sights. This stretch of the sidewalk was pretty empty except for the occasional shuttle on the road beside us. A small bird sang merrily in a tree above us.

“Hey, Mom. Can we join the wild flock for the Morning Song one day?”

“I don’t see why not. The hardest part will be getting Dirk up.”

“Don’t worry. I can jump on him. If he wants to try and catch me, he’ll have to get up.”

I could feel her desire to roll her eyes at me. “I’m sure that won’t be necessary. If there is one thing he willingly gets up for, it’s the Morning Song. What prompted this sudden interest with singing with the flock?”

“I talked with a lot of the bonded dragonets, and it’s about the only thing they miss from the park. What do you know about Soranto?”

Mom peered around Taureen’s neck as she gave me a long look. “A bit. May I inquire why you are asking?”

I suddenly recalled that Mom didn’t seem to like Soranto very much, and I lowered my ear tufts slightly as I replied, “Well… I’ve been thinking really hard the last two days about a handler. So far, Soranto is my favorite.”

She didn’t look particularly surprised.

I hastily reassured her. “I’m not going to decide right away. I’ll take my time, but I was just hoping that you could tell me more about him…”

She rearranged her wings with a heavy sigh. “You always did like him, so I’m not overly surprised that he is at the top of your list. He works with electronics and equipment of some sort. You met his wife and daughter. He has a house and a decent-sized backyard. It’s about a twenty-minute walk from our place.”

My ear tufts perked up hopefully as I committed the details to memory.

She tilted her head considerately. “He isn’t nearly as serious as most Kymari. He prefers red meat over poultry, although he does eat fish quite often. His reflexes are slower than Taureen’s, although he doesn’t care if he gets scratched.”

“Uh, how do you know that?”

Her amusement rang clearly across the mindlink. “Because he always tried to pet me in the past. Thankfully, he gave up several years ago. In the early days, I didn’t like anyone touching me. Believe it or not, I actually don’t mind him. I just pretend to loathe his presence. It’s our little game. But take your time in choosing. It’s a big decision.”

 “I will.” I sighed in relief, happy that she wasn’t completely against my choice.





       The rest of the day went smoothly, although the rain clouds rolled in and cancelled our afternoon trip to the park. 

At least I got to fly around the house. If I chose, I could brave the rain outside before sitting under the heat lamp to dry off and warm up. Abby and the others usually retreated to their burrows to avoid getting wet and cold, although they had to venture out for food if they didn’t want to eat the dried stuff they had stored.

“Hey, Abby. What’s up?”

“At the moment, dirt.”

“I’m beginning to think that you guys are actually just chipmunks with the amount of time you spend underground.”

“I am not a chipmunk. I have scales, not fur. What are you up to, besides annoying me?”

I sent a mental image of the heat lamp above me.

“Ugh… you just have to rub it in, don’t you? What did you end up doing today?”

I told her about the marketplace, the glittering gem, and the crawler scent. I was in the middle of telling her about the classroom demonstration when Dirk grabbed my gem and raced off.

“Hey! That’s mine! Bring it back!”

“Go get him!” Abby egged me on, eager for excitement, even if it was only through the mindlink.

I was happy to oblige and took off after him, bent on revenge and retrieving my treasure. Things got more complicated when Mom and Dad joined the ‘game’.

By the time I finally got my hands on my gem, Tkael was knocking on the door. I flew up to a wall perch to cool down and catch my breath. My sparkling trinket was also safer up here with me than within the reach of my dear family at the moment.

It wasn’t long before Soranto showed up as well. I examined him as he cheerfully took off his coat and hung it up to dry, not the least bit bothered by the rain. 

As he sat in his usual chair, I swooped down to land on the centre table with my gem dangling below my jaws. Just to taunt him, I tossed my head lightly to show it off before flying up to another wall perch. 

Mom commented, “Taureen, Tessa mentioned that she is considering Soranto as a potential handler. Can you mention the possibility? I somehow don’t think it’s crossed his mind considering how Keegan and I usually react to him.”

My ear tufts perked up as I tilted my head. Soranto had a faint smirk as he examined the treasure that now rested beside my hand, probably thinking about ways to lure me closer since I was playing keep-away.

Without missing a beat, Taureen softly murmured, “She missed you. Yesterday, she kept glancing towards the door most of the evening, as if waiting for you.”

Soranto’s smirk dropped as his head whipped around to stare blankly at his friend. His startled gaze moved back to me before he closed his eyes in deep thought. Silence reigned for several long minutes, growing more and more uncomfortable.

The troubled expression on his face worried me. I abandoned the trinket on my perch and flew down to land on his knee. Stretching my head up, I trilled softly at him. His eyes finally opened as he smiled faintly at me, but it was a sad smile.

He moved his gaze to Taureen, and when he spoke, his quiet voice was pained. “It never occurred to me that she would grow attached. I was just happy that a fire lizard came to me willingly. I’m an equipment engineer, not part of the defense or fighter groups. It would be a huge adjustment – I already have a wife and child. I have never had to put anything ahead of them, but a bond animal requires true dedication. I don’t think I’m ready for anything like this.”

He gently picked me up as he got to his feet and placed me where he had been sitting. I looked up in worry, clearly able to sense his conflicted emotions and the edge of distress.

“I’m sorry to leave so suddenly, but I really need to think about this.”

“I can understand,” Taureen replied kindly. “Keep in touch.”

“I will. Thanks.” He swiftly walked down the hallway before slipping his coat on and going out the door.

This wasn’t the outcome I had expected. I hadn’t realized that his distress and sadness would cause me inner turmoil as well. 

Mom crooned a ‘come here’ from where she rested under the heat lamp. My body moved automatically, even though my mind was stuck in the past. She held her wing up, and I curled up underneath it as I leaned against her. Her tail wrapped around me comfortingly as she draped her wing over me. I was almost half as big as her, so her wing wasn’t able to completely cover me like it used to.

“Oh, my poor baby,” Mom murmured sadly. “I didn’t know he was going to react like that, or I would have asked Taureen to have a quiet word with him.”

At least I wasn’t the only one who had been caught off-guard – not that it helped any. I closed my eyes, wishing I could block out the look of pain on Soranto’s face when he realized that our friendship could potentially affect his entire family.

At some point, I fell asleep with a heavy heart.


Chapter 31

Tessa’s POV:

I woke slowly and felt oddly lethargic. I tried to lift my head, but immediately bumped it on something. Light from the heat lamp flooded down as Mom folded her wing back. 

I blinked at the sudden brightness, seeing Mom, Dad, and Dirk curled up around me. It reminded me of what happened last night. 

Mom nuzzled me. “How are you feeling?”

“Strange,” I replied quietly, sharing a glimpse of the heavy feeling in my chest and lack of desire to get up.

She nudged my shoulder with her nose. “I’ve felt that before. The best remedy I ever found was the Morning Song. It doesn’t make it disappear, but it helps.”

I didn’t understand this feeling, and I didn’t like it. Getting to my feet, I stretched, only now noticing the faint call of the Morning Song. It was close to starting.

The others had waited for me. I was touched that they were willing to forego the Song for me. I didn’t want to hold them up or miss it myself, so I quickly headed towards the access flap.

We barely made it to the driftwood before the Song began. At first it was hard to focus on the Song, but it wasn’t long before I lost myself in the intricate dance and melody. 

Mom had been right. The heavy feeling disappeared as the joy and hope overwhelmed it. It would come back, but nothing close to what it had been since it had been vanquished once.

I flitted through the air, pushing my muscles to their limits with my dance. My throat helped shape clear notes that rose and fell as they matched the sun’s cues.

The Morning Song seemed too short, and I was sad when it ended. It had helped, though. I felt much more normal now. I landed on the driftwood and watched the sun for a few more moments. 

Eventually, I flew over to Aeria and Taureen for some breakfast and to have my scales oiled. 

When Aeria began massaging the oil in, she gently inquired, “Do you want to talk about it?”

I was about to decline but hesitated. “Why did he leave? He was always happy when I came to him…”

She was silent for a moment. “I think it took him more by surprise than anything else. He is thrilled that you like him, although I’m not sure why the possibility of becoming a handler never occurred to him.”

I lifted my head, asking hopefully, “He didn’t say no, though. Just that he had to think about it, right?”

“Yes, so there is still hope. It’s something he will have to discuss with Adeline and Maria. If he does accept, he is also going to have to do a lot of retraining. His current position doesn’t require the same skills that Taureen and I have.” 

It was hard to focus on the conversation as Aeria massaged the oil into my shoulders.

Taureen muttered, “I’m not even sure if he owns any kind of armor… He borrowed that fireproof set from the main barracks the three times he wore it.”

“I had to take some classes when Keegan accepted me,” Aeria said, “but Soranto will have to forget a lot of his current training and learn different reactions in order to become a handler.”

“It could take him several days to think things through,” Taureen cautioned me. “We gave him quite the shock. It’s been decades since I’ve seen someone that surprised, and Kymari tend to take time to get over something like that if there isn’t immediate danger to focus our minds.”

I nodded in relief. A few days wouldn’t be too bad. Even if he refused to interact with us when he came back – much like Tkael did – at least I would be able to see him and have closure. I was hoping that he would return as his friendly self, though.

I changed the topic. “Do we get to go to the training room today? Is it set up yet?”

Aeria nodded. “It’s ready, and if Dirk doesn’t mind going with Taureen today, Keegan and I are scheduled to go.”

“Pleaseee…” I begged Dirk.

“Only if you sleep in the back room with the heat lamp tonight. I couldn’t stand the silence, but I also don’t want to be kicked in the ribs a dozen times while I sleep, either.”

“Done!” Last night, I had wanted comfort more than a good sleep, but since Soranto was just thinking, I was all for having that heat lamp to myself.

Closing my eyes, I relaxed as Aeria gently spread my wings and put more oil on her fingers.





       I gazed eagerly at the airlock door as we approached it. It slid open, and I blinked in shock. Instead of a room with stacked up crates, I was now facing a grey metal hallway.

“This is a new twist,” Dad said, sitting up to examine the strange area we were entering. “This is exactly like a smaller corridor on a cargo spaceship.”

It was? My ear tufts perked up as I looked around, although there really wasn’t anything to look at. Grey walls, grey ceiling, and a darker grey floor. 

I took a deep breath, but nothing stood out. This was quite different from all of our previous trips here.

“Do you know what kind of test this is?” I asked Dad.

“No, they didn’t tell me, and I didn’t think to ask. I guess we will find out. We can pretend we are checking a spaceship.”

Awesome! I could pretend I was on a ship! 

Pausing, I tilted my head. “Uh, what are we supposed to do on a spaceship?”

The long corridor was clearly empty…

“Wait until we see or smell something.”

Sometimes his instructions left a lot to be desired. I would just have to wait and see what we found. At least Dad was here in case I missed something.

We paused beside a side door as Rhay opened it. The small room had small crates stacked along the wall with restraining ties. I sniffed, but didn’t smell anything out of the ordinary.

When neither I nor Dad reacted, we continued down the corridor. We checked several side rooms and other corridors without locating anything. I was beginning to think that this was just a test run to get me accustomed to what the inside of a spaceship was like.

I sniffed the air again. “Did you smell that?”

Dad’s nostrils flared. “Smell what?”

“That somewhat sour undertone.” I shared the faint trace across the mindlink, although my nose could no longer pick it up.

Immediately, Dad spread his wings and swooped down to glide right above the floor while his head moved side to side, as if searching for a scent. Not wanting to miss anything, I quickly followed behind.

He banked sharply and landed on the floor. I landed as well, noticing that I could smell the faint scent down here. Just like Mom had when tracking me, he followed the trail along the ground. 

Sadria moved so that she could walk well ahead of us. Aeria chose the spot beside us, while Rhay took up the rear. Dad scratched at a gap under a door and backed up a few steps. Rhay opened it and went in ahead of us with his weapons at the ready.

The small room held about twenty crates. Dad walked in a few circles with his nose near the ground. I kept close behind, watching him while also warily looking around since whatever we were tracking was very likely in here with us.

The scent trail was… muddy. There didn’t seem to be just one path. 

He stopped and looked towards the crates with narrowed eyes before speaking in the dragonet language, “Ktari.”

Or that was what I thought he said. It sounded more like a sneeze and an insulting chirp mixed together. With a snort, he turned and flew back to Aeria. I looked at the crates before following him in confusion. We hadn’t found anything yet, so why were we returning?

“Let’s see if we can find where they hid that ktari so Tessa gets a good look at it.”

Now that I heard the name in the Kymari language, the Blood Memories gave an image of a tiny, fast, six-legged lizard. I had seen geckos in the park, so I wasn’t sure why they wanted us to track this particular one.

I tilted my head as I watched Rhay and Sadria check between the crates. My wings flared with a hiss as a brown streak darted across the floor with speed that shouldn’t have been possible for something that size. Rhay lashed out with his spear, knocking it to the side where it began to spin on the spot.

“They stuck wheels on the base?” Sadria asked in mild disbelief. “I guess it is more realistic since they were using a hide…”

Rhay pinned it lightly beneath his boot before reaching down and touching its stomach. When he took a step back, it was no longer moving. 

Dad glared at it before repeating, “Ktari.”

I looked between him and the strange alien lizard a few times before also tentatively trying the word. “Ktari?”

Mine was more of a question, but the sound was the same. I snorted and rearranged my wings, deciding that I didn’t like the smell of the creature. The sour musk was unpleasant and, for some reason, made me want to cough.

Aeria remarked, “I think we will have to try a few more rooms. This reaction isn’t nearly as instinctive as the crawlers or sicora.”

“Not too surprising,” Rhay replied. “Most of the other wild-caught ones had to accompany a more experienced fire lizard before they began pointing them out.”

We roamed the corridors and peeked inside numerous rooms. I followed Dad as we tracked two more ktari. The smell of them bothered me more than Dad. He had an easier time ignoring the ktari’s scent. Or, perhaps, my nose was just more sensitive.

Aeria reached up and clipped the leash onto Dad. She left my leash off. I sat up straighter, knowing that it was time for me to practice on my own. 

The faintest hint of the sour smell made me flare my nostrils as I glided from Aeria’s shoulder. I zeroed in on the trail, although I had to land to track it properly. These things didn’t seem to leave much scent behind.

As I sniffed the bottom of a door, movement under it made me hiss and jerk back. I scrambled backwards as I lashed out with extended claws – sending the ktari prop flying. I darted back up to Aeria’s shoulder and quickly turned around to stare at it.

It was a little after the fact, but I still sneezed the word, “Ktari.”

“Good job,” Aeria told me before glancing at Sadria. “Let’s try a few more rooms. I want to see if I can just get her to warn us about the ktari without tracking them.”

She nodded as we left the room to explore more of the corridors.


Chapter 32

Tessa’s POV:

I groaned and flopped onto the grass beside Abby.

She cracked an eye open to regard me sleepily. “Since when do you join the sunbathing group instead of trying to convince us to join a game?”

“It was a long day of training. Because of the guards, Aeria had to pretend to teach me everything step by step.”

“Ready to join the wild flock yet?”

“Nope, but if I ever learn how to breathe fire, those ktari are first on my hit list.”

She coughed a laugh. “It will be a few more months before we’ll be able to manage that.”

Rolling my eyes, I spread out my wings to catch the sun’s warmth.

It didn’t take me long to grow bored. Most of the flock’s fledglings were on the far side of the park. Since it would take them over an hour to fly here, they were just enjoying themselves where they were. Abby was sleeping, so I decided to observe more Kymari. I quietly took to the air, leaving our sunbathing parents to keep watch.

My attempt to consider other Kymari as potential handlers quickly left me frustrated. Most were either just passing through for a walk or quietly enjoying the park on one of the many benches. Nothing that would help me determine their personality.

I flicked my tail in agitation, whacking a branch behind me. A flower came loose and floated down in a rather swirly spiral as it passed right in front of a Kymari’s nose. He looked up and examined me in faint surprise.

Well, now that I had his attention, what was I supposed to do?

Suddenly somewhat shy, I tilted my head as I gazed down at him. My harness would immediately mark me as one of the bonded dragonets, so there was no way he could mistake me for a member of the wild flock. He remained sitting on the bench and watched me in silent curiosity.

I reached out to pull a leaf off a branch before dropping it down. The leaf took an even more erratic trip down than the flower had, not even ending up close to the bench. The Kymari blinked slowly, but didn’t say anything. 

I scratched a chunk of bark off the branch before dropping it. It landed near his feet, and he glanced at it before looking back up at me. Snagging another leaf, I let it fall. He didn’t even bother watching where it went. 

I tilted my head as I looked at him. Most Kymari would murmur or talk quietly to me if they noticed me watching them, but he still hadn’t uttered a single word.

A few more leaves sailed towards the grass with no effect. Deciding to try a different route, I trilled at him with a questioning tone. He tilted his head slightly, but nothing more.

I was beginning to think that it was harder to get a Kymari to speak without asking a question than it was to balance a pineapple on top of a cantaloupe.

After dropping another leaf, two flowers, a twig, some bark, and a caterpillar on or near him with no reaction, I gave up with a gusty sigh. This guy clearly wasn’t taking the hint. It never took this much effort to get Soranto or any of the guards to talk to me, even though they had no clue that I could understand them.

I glided away from the Kymari as I continued to search for more responsive people.

The other seven other individuals I found behaved more predictably. I wasn’t quite brave enough to go near them without Taureen or Aeria present, but if I dropped leaves or flowers to catch their attention, they spoke softly to me.

I occasionally whistled or trilled as they talked, trying to prompt them to keep going. Most of them tended to continue speaking if I ‘talked’ back. Their one-sided conversations were a bit odd, mostly revolving about how pretty I was or wondering where Taureen or Aeria were.

Even though they spoke to me, it didn’t give me much perspective on how they usually acted. Almost anyone who saw me acted calmly and spoke in quiet reassuring tones, as if they didn’t want to startle or scare me. 

It was much more interesting to spy on a group if they were unaware of my presence, so I went in search of more energetic and less meditative people.

I landed on a branch to watch four teenagers kicking a ball around a field. As far as I could tell, there were two teams of two who were trying to kick the ball so it hit a rock in the middle of the grassy area. Whoever kicked it got the point. They were having a blast, and it looked so fun that I wanted to play.

Half unfolding my wings, I wondered how I could join. The ball was often being kicked pretty hard, and it was close to twice my size. 

It wasn’t more than a few minutes before the ball ricocheted off the rock with enough force to roll halfway between the teenagers and me. It was too tempting to pass up. I launched off the branch as I flew as fast as I could. The winning team cheered and did a high-five, too distracted to notice me right away.

I landed on the grass and bunted the ball with my head. It was surprisingly light and rolled fairly easily. The material felt like leather, and it must have been filled with air or something very light. I hopped after it, pushing it with my head again.

“Look. It’s a fire lizard.”

“I think it’s trying to steal your ball, Ricaro.”

“It has a harness, so it must be that young one. What was her name again?”

“Tesell? Tessa? Something like that.”

It took a few tries, but I discovered that if I kept my head or chest close to the ball, I could keep running while controlling where it went. Mostly. Sometimes my wings had to help steer it. This was going to take some practice.

“She’s probably pretty tame. Let’s see if she’ll play with us. Doesn’t your wrist comm have a video lens?”

“Oh, yeah, let me turn it on. Go slowly, though, you don’t want to scare her.”

My head lifted above the ball as two of the Kymari tentatively approached me. I angled my path as I aimed between them, trying to get the ball to the rock before they tried to take the ball.

They were more concerned about how I was going to react to their presence than they were about the fact that I was getting really close to the rock. With a jump and hard bunt from my chest, the ball hit the rock and rolled away. I whistled and bounced around a few times.

I paused as my eyes flickered between the young man and the ball. He edged closer to it before gently kicking it towards his friends. I darted forward, tackling the ball before trying to push it away as fast as I could. It was much easier to roll this ball than a cantaloupe.

He lightly jogged beside me, keeping up easily, but letting me steal the ball. His friend followed more slowly behind, still testing the waters. The other two were watching from the sidelines with grins.

Hesitantly, the closest one nudged his foot under the ball, sending it upwards and towards his friend. He stole it! With an indignant squawk, I threw myself into the air to go after it. I landed in the grass ahead of him, stalking forward.

He was clearly being careful with his feet and how hard he was tapping the ball as he deftly evaded me. I bounded after him in the grass, easily catching up to his jog that was barely faster than a quick walk. I kept between him and the rock, not letting him get to the large stone to score a goal.

Pouncing forward, I managed to run into the ball hard enough to get it away from his feet. With a whistling laugh, I jumped over the ball, and turned so I could start pushing it towards the rock. He stepped into my path and stopped. 

It was easy enough for me to jump slightly to the side and detour around him, although I had to use the front edge of my wing to corral the ball when it wanted to escape. He could have easily stopped me, but didn’t, letting me score another point. 

This time, his friend came forward and kicked the ball in a different direction, using more force so it went further. All three of us went after it again.

It had never occurred to me that we could have so much fun with a ball. They were humoring me, but as they got more comfortable with my presence, they had no qualms about stealing the ball.

“Tessa, it’s time to go home,” Mom called.

I slid to a stop as I turned my head and perked my ears in the direction I knew they were in, pretending I had heard a physical call. Turning back, I whistled a thank-you to the teenagers before taking to the air and flying towards the trees. The two I had been playing with actually looked kind of sad to see me go.

I was also disappointed to see the game end, but I hadn’t had that much fun in a long time. I would have to check that field in the future in case they came back during one of my visits.

“Tessa,” Taureen’s call echoed through the forest.

I beat my wings faster as I gave a high-pitched whistle to let them know I was coming. I was the last one to arrive in the clearing where everyone was waiting for me. The fast flight after the ball game had me breathing hard as I landed on Aeria’s shoulder.

With everyone now accounted for, we went home. The guards went their separate ways when we reached the house. Tkael likely wasn’t going to come over until after supper. I hoped that Soranto would show up.

Taureen and Aeria made their evening meal. They put our bowls down and also sat down to eat. My family always finished our meal before the Kymari did, even if we savored our food.

A glint of light from above reminded me of my shiny gem. Once I finished eating, I flew up to the wall perch. I laid down and rolled it back and forth in front of me, letting the ever-changing pattern of light mesmerize me.

“Huh. This is interesting,” Taureen said. “I just got tagged on one of the school’s sports channels. ‘Fire lizard beats local Ply-Ball team youths.’”

It took Taureen’s words a moment to sink into my half-trance. My head swung around to see that the plates had been cleared away and Taureen was looking at something on his laptop, angling the screen so Aeria could also see it.

I practically went into a freefall in my haste to get down to where I could see the screen. My landing on his shoulder pad was harder than usual, but I barely noticed it since my attention was focused on the laptop.

The video showed two teenagers flanking a scarlet dragonet, who was very energetically trying to keep the ball away from them. One of the teenagers managed to steal the ball, only for the dragonet to swiftly reclaim it.

“I forgot that one of them was planning to video that…”

“It looks like you were having fun. Just be careful with your wings. They are quite fragile. I would recommend to avoid using the outer half of your wing if at all possible.”

“I was kind of watching that. Mom told me that having a broken wing isn’t any fun.”

Aeria chuckled. “You won eleven to four. Not bad for what I’m assuming was your first game.”

Dirk craned his neck as he also watched the screen. “Okay, that looks like a lot of fun. Let me know the next time you go to play.”

“That was the first time I saw them there, although I’ve never been to that clearing before. I have no idea how often they might go there.”

“We’ll have to check. I bet if we find them there even once more, they will come back at that time more often just in case we show up.”

“Dirk’s correct,” Taureen commented. “Judging by the comments here, they are already planning to go back there tomorrow. It also looks like there is a spirited discussion about changing their team crest to a red fire lizard.”

I snorted. “Seriously? I think they need their heads checked. I still clearly recall the time that I almost got attacked by an eagle.”

“And you are a member of the only species that willingly tracks and attacks sicora,” Aeria countered in an amused voice. “Although, I will admit that I have never seen a fire lizard join a sports game.”

“Most of us can’t tolerate strangers,” Mom idly observed. “I might manage such a game with you or Taureen, but anyone else would get hissed at if they got close.”

“True,” Aeria acknowledged, “which leaves Tessa and Dirk in a unique position of being able to join if they wish.”

I settled down on Taureen’s shoulder, still gazing at the screen as I made mental notes on how to improve next time. Dirk was also watching the screen intently, trying to understand exactly what was going on.

Taureen put the laptop away when Tkael showed up. To my great disappointment, Soranto didn’t come over.


Chapter 33

Tessa’s POV:

I sat on Aeria’s shoulder as she leaned against the house. The sun was just starting to rise, not that we could see any hint of its location through the thick clouds and steady rainfall. We remained dry under the roof overhang while we waited.

Once the Song called us, we would brave the rain since there wasn’t nearly enough room to fly under the overhang. We could fly inside, but it was far more natural outside. The air itself even felt different. It was worth getting wet to fly under the open sky.

Mom and Dad took off as the call got stronger, heading to the middle of the backyard. Dirk and I followed readily enough. The raindrops splattered against my scales and smoothly rolled off.

The worst part about the rain was that it got in my eyes. Having a raindrop actually hit my eye while flying was very uncomfortable. Keeping my eyelids mostly closed helped some, but not much.

The Morning Song began, and we eagerly responded. It wasn’t possible to ignore the rain – it was part of the new day – so we incorporated it into our song and dance. The smell of the new grass and growing things became more vibrant as we started singing.

The sound of the rain hitting the leaves before plopping down onto the grass simply accented the melody we sang today. It was the sound of a peaceful day, one of relaxation and restoration. Our dance was slower and flowing, reflecting the steady rainfall that fell out of the sky.

The Song had a surprisingly gradual finish. When it ended, we swooped through the door that Taureen held open. The rain may have had an excellent purpose, but it was still wet and cold. I didn’t like being cold.

All four of us crowded underneath the main heat lamp as well as the second smaller one that Taureen had temporarily brought into the living room. I rubbed my chin and neck against the warm sand. Some of the grains stuck to my damp scales, although they would fall off shortly as I dried.

Aeria came out of the kitchen with bowls of fruit. “The rain is supposed to last most of the morning before clearing off. The forecast for tomorrow is the same.”

“Hmmm… In that case, I think we should go to the main park on the third day,” Mom said. “Tessa and Dirk have never joined the flock during the Morning Song. It should be an interesting experience.”

My ear tufts perked up, suddenly intent on the conversation. I would get to fly with Abby and the other fledglings!

“We can do that,” Taureen agreed easily.

I trilled happily as I rubbed my chin against the sand again. It was warm – unlike the rain.

It didn’t take long for us to warm up enough that breakfast became more tempting than the heat lamps. After a cleaning and an oiling, we were set to start our day.

Work didn’t stop just because it was raining. They used something like an umbrella to shield us from the rain when going between buildings or crossing the streets, although many places had extended their long awnings above the sidewalk to protect those walking there.

Dirk, Mom, and Taureen had the joy of tracking ktari in the training center today. That left Aeria, Dad, and me to wander the streets and check out buildings. We even got to visit the port area outside the city and watch a spaceship land. It had already been checked by one of the other bonded dragonets.

Rhay and Sadria were present, as they always were during our ‘shift’, although I wasn’t sure why since we weren’t really working. It was still nice to have them along. They tended to talk with Aeria more than Taureen did with Tran and Vick, although that was just a reflection of their personalities.

The guards tended to keep their friends fairly up to date on what was happening in the city, on the planet, and across the star system. Most of it was gibberish to me, and I ignored it, preferring to enjoy the sights around us.

The morning and early afternoon passed by without anything unforeseen or particularly exciting happening. Once our shift ended, all of us headed to the park to meet up with Taureen’s group. Thankfully, the rain had stopped hours ago.

I partially unfolded my wings when I saw Dirk flying our way and asked him, “Ready to go see if that group is back?”

“Yep!”

I whined as I looked at Aeria, knowing that I had to wait for permission when other people were present.

She smiled. “Go on.”

I launched off her shoulder as I angled myself towards the trees. Dirk quickly followed me, hoping that they would be there again. Weaving expertly among the trees, I headed straight towards the distant meadow.

They were here! Some friends had joined them as well, although two were arriving at a quick jog. They must have just gotten here, which made sense if they had school.

One of them noticed our approach and pointed with a grin. “She returned! It looks like she dragged her brother along, too.”

I swooped down and glided in a wide circle around the seven teenagers with a cheerful trill. One of the two women was noticeably younger than all of her friends, and she held a video recorder like Taureen’s. She sat on the bench, clearly a spectator.

One of the two I had played with yesterday bounced the ball off his knees, somehow keeping it close enough for his other knee to tap it back up into the air. “You’re going to have to work harder today if you want to win! If we lose too many more games against you, our coach is threatening to replace us with squirrels.”

With a quick wingover, I dove down at a high speed. Flipping sideways, I curled my hands into fists and thwacked the ball mid-bounce as I whizzed past it. My speed startled him, but it also had the effect I wanted – the ball was no longer in his possession. 

With a mid-air roll, I corrected my flight to land beside the ball, bounding after it. I promptly began pushing it towards the rock in the middle of the decent-sized meadow.

“Cheater. You’re supposed to wait for the game to start. Or, at the very least, let most of the other players get onto the playing field.”

Dirk landed beside me, and I let him take the ball. The six Kymari stretched as they leisurely walked into the main section of the meadow. By the time they caught up, Dirk was getting the hang of controlling the ball while going faster than a trot.

I jumped in front of Dirk and used my tail to flick the ball ahead, stealing it from him. “Remember that there is no way you would have learned the rules yet…”

He grumbled and took to the air to follow from above. I picked up speed as I aimed for the rock. The Kymari closed in, and it wasn’t long before one of them stole the ball from me. Dirk dove down and tackled the ball, quickly running away with it – in the wrong direction.

A teenager I hadn’t seen before managed to get the ball away from Dirk, only for another guy to steal it from him. This game was moving faster than the one yesterday, although they were no less careful around our tiny bodies. 

Dirk quickly got over his nervousness, thoroughly enjoying the game. His heavier frame was far more adept at tackling the ball away from the players. On wing, both of us were a match for the Kymari’s speed if we had to catch up.

“Where are you guys?” Abby called in confusion. “Your parents are sunbathing, so I know you’re around.”

“Playing Ply-Ball!” I replied excitedly

“Ply- what?”

“It’s a game! And we’re outnumbered! Come give us a hand!” I sent her the mental coordinates to our location, although I kept who we were playing against out of the mindlink.

I darted after the ball again and managed to get it to the rock, successfully scoring another goal.

“What on Earth…” Abby’s stunned mindvoice trailed off.

“It’s actually pretty fun,” Dirk told her. “You can join, if you like.”

“They would probably step on me.”

“They are being really careful,” he replied. “They haven’t so much as brushed against my scales yet. Sicora and ktari move faster than the Kymari move their feet when they are close to us.”

She fell silent, and I actually thought she had left until I saw a green shape gliding along the treeline. Circling high above, she watched, but was too nervous to approach the quickly-moving Kymari.

Dirk and I kept playing, although the Kymari were making me work much harder to get a goal today. I whistled a victory as Dirk managed to score his third goal. A Kymari kicked the ball across the field as we chased after it.

The Kymari came to a sudden stop as a green dragonet nervously landed near the ball. Tentatively, she nudged the ball, glancing furtively at her observers before gingerly bumping it with her nose again.

“It’s a wild one…” someone murmured in surprise.

“Drop back. Let it get used to our presence. We can do the same thing we did yesterday and let Rasha try approaching it.”

I ran forward with a happy trill. “Awesome! Now it’s three versus three versus three! We’ll help show you the ropes.

“You owe me big time for even attempting this…”

“How about three sunburst berries?” I knew that Taureen would give them to me if it was bribery for helping a dragonet get more comfortable around the Kymari.

“I’m beginning to think that you are determined to challenge my sanity to the breaking point.”

“I knew you’d say yes!”

I bunted the ball with my nose as I began pushing it towards the rock. Abby trotted after me, nervously eyeing up the group of Kymari we were approaching. Several of them backed up while the others remained where they were.

Her eyes were wide and her pupils were mere slits, but she didn’t fly away even when we passed close to one of them. A Kymari – the same one from yesterday – began jogging beside us. He edged closer and carefully toed the ball away from me.

I jumped after it, batting it to the side with my tail. Abby picked up where I left off, and since she had the excuse that she could have been watching from the trees, she began pushing it towards the rock.

The Kymari, who must be Rasha, lightly jogged beside us for a bit before easing closer to steal the ball. Abby half spread her wings and hopped away from the ball fearfully. He immediately took a step back.

Knowing it would take Abby time to adjust, I took the ball and continued rolling it. I was actually very surprised at how well Abby was doing. She followed behind me as Rasha matched my speed again.

In a repeat, he stole the ball from me, only for me to tackle it away. Gathering up her courage, Abby joined once more. This time, she didn’t flee when Rasha gently nudged the ball away from her. I was impressed by her rapid progress. 

Dirk swooped in to help out. After a few more scores, another Kymari joined the game. When a third one came closer, Abby flew further away and landed in the grass to watch from a distance. With a disappointed expression, the Kymari went back to the sidelines, opting to let her play instead.

Abby glanced after him with a somewhat guilty look, knowing that he meant no harm. She just wasn’t ready to be so close to more than one or two Kymari at a time. Until Dirk and I had come along, she had never gone near one before. Now, she was near two while they were moving.

She rejoined the game, and we kept playing. Abby never got brave enough to steal the ball from either of the teenagers, but she no longer looked so terrified if they dared to take it from her.

It looked like I was going to have to ask Taureen about those berries.





       As I flew through the forest, I mindlinked Taureen and Aeria. “Uh, I probably should have asked first, but I promised Abby three sunburst berries if she joined us and the Kymari for a Ply-Ball game. She joined our game for almost two hours. The berries can come out of my treat bag if they have to.”

I was reluctant to lose my quota of berries, which was about one a day. My saving grace was that Taureen and Aeria were very fair and rarely gave out our treats if we promised something to another dragonet. Especially if it helped a dragonet relax around the Kymari.

Dirk and Abby followed me, oblivious to my shielded mindlink. It was a pity that the Kymari were unable to respond through the mindlink. 

We entered the field where the handlers and guards normally waited. They never seemed to mind sitting on the benches here for several hours a day while we romped through the forest. It wasn’t unusual for the other dragonet handlers to show up and visit, although it was just Taureen and Aeria at the moment.

I grinned when I saw three orange, pea-sized objects drop beneath the bench from Taureen’s hand, unnoticed by the guards. Neither Abby nor Dirk commented, so I suspected that they hadn’t seen them fall.

“Abby, Taureen just dropped the three berries beneath the bench.” 

I kept my words strictly for her. If she was subtle about it, Dirk wouldn’t even know what she was doing beneath the bench. As we got closer, Aeria uncovered a small bowl of fruit. It was more common stuff, but the snack was welcome.

Dirk and I arrowed in to land on her lap while Abby glided around the back of the bench. It wasn’t unusual for her to need a few moments to build up her courage to land on a Kymari. Although I knew she was sneaking under the bench for a much better snack this time.

It only took a few minutes before she flew up from behind the bench and landed beside Dirk. Some of the fruit in the container were things never seen in the park. A few types were currently out of season, so the wild fledglings had plenty of incentive to show up at snack time.

“Where is your brother? I haven’t seen him the last two days.”

Abby glanced at me, her mouth full of kiwi. “He has a fever and isn’t feeling well, so he is keeping close to our burrow with Dad.”

“Oh. I wasn’t aware of that.”

I hoped Glen got better soon. The wild dragonets weren’t really able to go to the vet clinic if they wanted to stay in the park. I had already met several of the veterinarians, mostly so that I would be somewhat familiar with them if I ever did get sick or hurt.

“Speaking of Glen, I’m going to grab a few pieces to take back to him.”

“Tell him to get better soon.”

“I will.” She grabbed several pieces of the rarer types and jumped into the air as she went to find her brother.

Despite our best efforts, Dirk and I were unable to empty the large container that held enough to feed a dozen fledglings. We did succeed in pigging out on our favorites, though.

I sprawled out in the grass near Aeria’s feet, too full to even bother tormenting Dirk. He was equally as stuffed and idly tossed pieces of grass onto Tran’s boot. A classic display of boredom at its finest.

It wasn’t much longer before Taureen and Aeria called for Mom and Dad. Neither I nor Dirk budged as the graceful silver and gold dragonets circled the area. Mom landed on Taureen’s shoulder and gazed at us in amusement.

“Come on, you two. Time to get going.” Taureen reached out with his light boot to gently nudge Dirk.

“Do I have to?” Dirk asked plaintively, not ready to move yet.

With a chuckle, Taureen leaned over – moving slowly to allow Mom to back up and keep from falling off – and picked Dirk up. Aeria got to her feet as she walked over to me.

“Are you going to sit on my shoulder or am I going to have to carry you?” she asked me in good humor.

I rolled on the grass with a yawn. She chuckled and bent down to pick me up. I rested my neck on her arm as I stretched out in her arms, clearly lacking any and all ambition. With a smile, she began walking down the path. I propped my chin on her arm to observe our walk home in style.


Chapter 34

Tessa’s POV:

I followed Mom through the forest somewhat uneasily. I had never gone this far before, and certainly not when it was this dark. Everything was vaguely familiar, though, courtesy of my evening talks with Abby. 

The deep shadows in the park weren’t what was making me nervous – it was the prospect of seeing the entire flock at once. I hadn’t even met a third of them yet. All of them were likely in a clearing ahead, waiting for the Morning Song to begin.

Finally, I would get to see for myself why so many bonded dragonets liked to sing with the wild flock in the morning. Mom slowed down, and I could see glints of color ahead. I snorted faintly as we passed several Kymari sitting in a tree.

“Why are there Kymari in a tree?” Dirk asked, equally as perplexed as me.

Dad glanced at them. “They like to watch. There are usually about fifty or so that turn up every day.”

I wasn’t sure I liked the thought of spectators during my first day with the flock, but it wasn’t as if I could do anything about it. My attention was quickly captured by the numerous red, blue, purple, green, gold, and silver dragonets scattered around the clearing.

Many of them looked over as we entered the clearing, although the brightening horizon drew their gaze back quickly enough. My ear tufts perked up when I saw Serena and Tom. A closer inspection revealed that four other dragonets also wore harnesses.

Abby flew to greet me. “You made it!”

“Just in time, too!”

“Let’s land on the grass by the other fledglings. It won’t be long. I can already feel the call building.”

Mom and Dad had already perched on a tree branch, so I followed Abby. Dirk came with us, more at ease since we knew all of the fledglings fairly well. Glen was noticeably absent, as was his father, who was remaining close to the burrow.

We fell silent as we focused on the sun that was beginning to peek over the horizon. Seconds before the light rippled, some dragonets spread their wings and took to the air. There was barely enough time for me to realize that not everyone could take off at the same moment – then the Morning Song’s call suddenly strengthened. 

At its beckoning, I jumped into the air along with the others. With so many dragonets taking flight, even our normally silent wingbeats were producing enough sound to be heard. It didn’t matter, though – our voices immediately drowned out the faint noise.

A handful of clouds were accented in bright pink against the dark blue sky, creating a contrast that we had to somehow bring out in our song and dance. The dragonets quickly converged on the center of the clearing, turning it into a three-dimensional dancefloor.

It was almost too much to take in.

Not only was the Morning Song filling me with its usual joy and happiness that made me just want to focus on flying and singing, but now I had to also watch out for nearly a hundred and fifty other fliers in the same area. The effect of being so close to this many dragonets while they were singing was something my mind couldn’t wrap itself around.

I joined the swirling mass – somehow avoiding dozens of potential collisions – as I added my own dance and song to the joyous celebration. The air around my scales shifted from close passes, but I was too caught up in the Song to really notice.

Before I knew it, the Morning Song was coming to an end. As always, I was sad to see it go. This time, the ending was more noticeable since the group effort had amplified the Song’s effects. 

It took me a few seconds to spot Mom and Dad among the crowd that was rapidly dispersing into the trees. 

“See you tomorrow, Abby!”

“Tomorrow? What about tonight?”

“It’s supposed to rain most of the afternoon and evening.”

“Ugh. I guess that means another boring afternoon in the burrows. I’m going to stash some fruit so I don’t have to get wet later. You may have a heat lamp, but I don’t have any way to warm back up. No one likes to cuddle when you’re cold, either.”

“Yeah, Dirk objects too. Although he squawks pretty good if you can catch him by surprise.”

Her mirth rolled across the mindlink. “I’ll have to keep that in mind in case I ever catch him sunbathing.”

She flew over to her mother, and both of them disappeared into the canopy as they went in search of breakfast. 

Mom and Dad waited just long enough to make sure that Dirk and I were following before they flew towards the trees. The direction they chose confused me – this wasn’t the way back to the meadow where we left Taureen and Aeria.

Movement ahead made me squeak as I realized why we were going this way. “They followed us?”

Mom glanced back at me in amusement. “They always watch our Morning Song. Are you really that surprised that they followed us out here?”

My ear tufts went back in embarrassment – it hadn’t even occurred to me that Taureen and Aeria would follow us through the trees. They had likely followed our tracking devices, but how they had covered so much distance so quickly was a riddle for another day.

Instead of landing on their shoulders, we flew near them as they began jogging back to the main walking trails. We headed back home to have some breakfast and get ready for the rest of the day.

I was certain of one thing, though – I wanted to come back another day to sing with the flock.





       The rain began falling not long after lunchtime. From the darkness of the clouds, it wasn’t going anywhere any time soon. I rustled my wings unhappily when the wind blew a few cold drops past Aeria’s umbrella.

This open section of the sidewalk had nothing to stop the wind or the rain. The guards’ armor must have been waterproof and warm since they didn’t seem overly bothered by the wet stuff falling out of the sky. Dad didn’t seem to mind the rain, although even his wings were folded tighter to his body than usual.

It was a relief when the training building came into view. I waited impatiently as we went inside and walked through the hallways to reach the airlock doors.

The doors slid open, and I took a deep breath. Nothing stood out. My eyes scanned the empty corridors as we walked through them. Despite my best attempts, I couldn’t smell anything out of place. No hint of sicora or crawler. Not even a nebulous whiff of a ktari.

We rounded corner after corner as the suspense built, but I couldn’t figure out what was here. I began focusing on my eyes and ears as well as my nose – not that it helped any. The next corridor was quite strange, with odd symbols on the walls and weird spinning decorations hanging from the ceiling at various heights.

A quick glance at Dad showed that he didn’t know what to make of it either. The corridor only got stranger as we went farther. A couple of the decorative twirlers above flashed with bright lights, and some were larger than I was. Without any wind, I wasn’t sure how they were moving. 

Twice, I spotted lone weapons just lying on the floor. A loud boom echoed from behind us, making me and Dad jump. Dad’s ears pinned back as he growled faintly, looking back to try and find the source of the noise. I looked around nervously, but didn’t see anything.

Aeria and the guards glanced around suspiciously, but kept walking. A faint whirring noise grew louder, and turned out to originate from another rapidly rotating wind decoration. I tilted my head, trying to figure out how it was moving when the air was still. If nothing else, it needed fixing to stop the annoying sound.

Another boom from behind us made me jump and whine slightly, unsure of what was going on.

“Easy,” Aeria reassured me, reaching up to stroke my shoulders.

The wary looks the guards exchanged did nothing to reassure me. Another boom rocked the air and the floor, forcing Aeria to sidestep to keep her balance. I whistled a high-pitched alarm call, although all three Kymari had already spotted the faint wisps of smoke curling around the corner we had just passed.

“Let’s get moving!” Rhay said, his eyes fixated on the smoke as he motioned the other two ahead of him.

They took off at a quick jog, which was much faster than I had anticipated. Dad and I dug our claws into the stiff shoulder pads to hang on. 

We reached another airlock, and it slid open to reveal a forest. I blinked in complete shock. If it wasn’t for the ceiling far above us, I would have assumed that we had just walked into the scariest forest I had ever seen. Twisted trees and thick leaves restricted us to a narrow trail littered with twigs and leaves. The damp smell of leaf mold and greenery filled the air.

“I vote that we never allow Banrai to set up the training room again,” Sadria muttered, holding her weapons at the ready.

“He does have a habit of going overboard,” Rhay replied, equally as on edge. “Although, I suspect that the chance to catch us off-guard was a challenge he probably couldn’t resist.”

Their conversation and level of alertness did nothing to calm my nerves. Dad’s head kept turning as he tried to keep an eye on as much of the greenery as he could. Strange bird calls and noises echoed through the trees. My Blood Memories couldn’t identify most of them, and the few they could were things that likely weren’t on this planet. 

Sound recordings. That realization helped slow down my heartrate, although I wasn’t about to relax. Especially if it made two Kymari guards wary when the training session was supposedly designed for me. 

Branches occasionally rattled in the distance, although the thick greenery hid any possible cause from sight. The Kymari cautiously walked down the pathway with Sadria leading the way.

The shrub in front of her rustled as something launched out at her. Even as I screeched, her phaser fired several shots as the small furry creature exited the bushes. The force of the blasts knocked it sideways, sending it skidding through the rotting leaves on the ground. From this angle, I could see that it was another hide put onto a mount.

My claws dug into Aeria’s shoulder pad as I chittered in slight agitation. I was more than happy to track sicora and crawlers – but I had not signed up to be ambushed by hidden creatures! And forests did not belong on spaceships! Especially creepy ones.

Dad growled faintly, his wings half-unfolded in case he had to take to the air quickly. The Kymari resolutely kept going deeper into the foreign swamp-like jungle. 

A quiet rustle made me look overhead and screech as something dropped down. Aeria jumped to the side, nimbly avoiding it as I held onto her shoulder with a tight grip. A fireball struck it as Dad took to the air, too uneasy to remain a stationary target. He circled the group with quick wingbeats and unpredictable sideslips in case something else popped out at us. 

Aeria didn’t call him back, knowing that his reactions in the air would beat her evasive maneuvers. My flying skills still weren’t nearly as good as any of the adults, so I anxiously remained where I was.

We kept going. Twice more, Sadria took care of ambushing ‘animals’. Nothing else dropped down from above, although deep mud puddles appeared on the trail that the Kymari had to avoid. 

I had never been so glad to see a door before.

Dad landed beside me, although he eyed up the door suspiciously. As it began to open up, I tensed, ready for almost anything.

The familiar spaceship corridors were a welcome sight. Although that didn’t prevent me from growling as I picked up the smell of a crawler. 

It took us less than five minutes of normal guiding to locate the crawler and let the guards dispatch the fake creature. We checked the rest of the corridors and rooms, just in case.

As we left the final airlock door, Rhay glanced at us and commented, “They certainly did well.”

“Yes,” Aeria agreed. “Even Keegan has never been through a training session like that.”

Sadria commented, “It wouldn’t surprise me if the trainers put most of the trainees through that course just for amusement’s sake. I almost had to do a double take when I saw the hidden pitfall trap.”

“Did you see the two air cannons?” Rhay asked.

My eyes went wide. Pitfall trap? Air cannons? Apparently, I had missed more than a few things in the last room.

“Yeah, I saw them,” Aeria replied somewhat dryly. “If they had fired those cannons near the fire lizards, I would have been having some words with them.”

“They wouldn’t dare,” Rhay said. “I’m positive that this particular setup is meant for any guards who want some additional training. The fire lizards just got the privilege of going first.”

Aeria glanced back at the airlock. “I will have to see if I can leave Keegan with Taureen and try the course. I’ve been getting a bit slack in my own training lately.”

“I know Taureen would love to try it,” Rhay replied. “With the two youngsters to distract Tasha, he can probably slip out for an hour without her noticing. The training area in your basement is good, but it only holds the basics. Nothing like this.”

Aeria nodded slowly. “I’ll mention it to him tonight. He will probably come early in the morning since Tasha usually sleeps until the sun is about to rise. Let’s walk around the west district for an hour. By the time we finish that, our shift will be over.”

“Sounds good. The rain isn’t letting up any, and that area has a lot of sheltered walkways.”

I shook myself off and looked up at Dad, kind of surprised that he was still beside me. Normally, he preferred to have more room and went to Aeria’s other shoulder. 

He nudged me with his nose. “I guess your mother isn’t going to have to worry about you wanting to become an adventurous explorer, huh?”

I snorted at the joke. “Not likely. Please tell me that you don’t normally see a forest like that on a patrol.”

“I have never seen any forest like that anywhere. The forest outside the wall is quite similar to the deepest parts of the main park, and the few times we helped track lingering sicora or crawlers out there, at least six guards came along.”

I sighed in relief, glad to know that I would likely never see a forest like that outside of a training area. A chilly wind blew through the opening door, announcing that both the wind and rain had waited for our return. I folded my wings tighter and leaned against Dad, using him as a windbreaker.

There was only an hour left of our shift, but it was going to feel much longer unless Aeria found more sheltered places to walk. As I was getting older, the rain bothered me less, but I doubted that I would ever really like the cold wet stuff. In the meantime, I just had to put up with it.


Chapter 35

Tessa’s POV:

“Where did you hide my gem?” I asked Dirk.

“I didn’t touch it.”

The falsehood rang with an unpleasant tone across the mindlink. I wasn’t sure why he even pretended to be innocent. It simply wasn’t possible to lie across the mindlink. I pinned my ear tufts and growled at him. Restless from boredom, he half-raised his wings, more than ready for a wrestling match since the rain kept us inside.

Mom muttered, “Take your squabbling outside. I’m trying to nap. He hid it in the plant pot on the window sill.”

“Thanks! At the rate everyone keeps hiding it, Taureen is going to have to put a tracking device in that thing.”

I flew over to the front door where a plant pot held a sunburst vine. Peering through the sprawling vines and fat leaves, something glimmered through the greenery. I quickly reclaimed the shiny gem and gazed at the falling rain on the other side of the glass.

“Hey, Abby, are you enjoying the rain?”

“You should really join us one day to see what it’s like in these tunnels when it rains. You wouldn’t be so smug.”

“I already know I wouldn’t like it, but I would do it if you joined me here for a sleepover the next night.”

“Uh huh. Dad may not mind the idea of me eventually joining the Kymari, but if I try anything before my first birthday, he will probably blow a gasket.”

“What’s a gasket?” Weird rings of flimsy material appeared in my mind, thoroughly confusing me.

“Some sort of seal on something that is under pressure, I think. Like one of those seed pods that pop open when you touch them.”

“Those things always make me jump when they pop open. How’s Glen doing?”

“Much better. The fever is almost gone, and he’s just tired now. He will probably join the Morning Song tomorrow morning, although he will have to take it easy.”

“That’s a relief. What did you do today?”

“Sang. Went for a bath. Wrestled with a few of the others and napped a bit before the rain trapped me underground. What about you?”

“I got dragged through a haunted forest.” I sent a few images of the creepy trees.

“What? Where was this?”

Sending her images, I went over the entire training session. She asked quite a few questions, which I answered. Eventually we ran out of things to say, and Abby decided to nap a bit more.

I let the mindlink fade as I returned to the living room with my gem and landed on a wall perch. Dirk rolled around on the sand beneath the heat lamp. When he bumped into Mom, she swatted him with her tail. The whip-like slap made him squawk and quickly give her some space. Dad didn’t even raise his head, relaxing on the other side of Mom.

I remained on the wall perch since I wasn’t cold at the moment. Even with the two heat lamps side by side, it got pretty crowded if all four of us tried to spread our wings to catch the warmth. This perch was big enough for me to lay down on it with room to spare.

The doorbell rang, and Taureen called out, “Come in.”

My attention focused on the hallway, but when I saw Tkael’s broad shoulders, I sighed in disappointment and turned my attention back to the gem in my hands. I hadn’t seen Soranto for three days now. How long would it take him to think about things? At the very least, he could come and visit while thinking. It was strange how much I missed him.

Taureen greeted his friend. “Hello, Tkael. Nice to see you back, Soranto.”

My head whipped around, and I gawked at the smaller Kymari who must have been behind Tkael. 

Soranto smiled as he took a seat. “I must say that I missed our visits. The evenings are lonely if Adeline and Maria aren’t around.”

With a whistle of welcome, I launched off my perch to greet him. Part of my mind was worried that he was going to react like Tkael did, with polite courtesy. The other part of my mind was hopeful – surprisingly so. I landed on his shoulder and trilled at him, tilting my head cutely. 

He smiled at me and reached up to pet my shoulder. “I also really missed seeing this little one.”

My ear tufts perked up that comment. This was quite promising!

Tkael watched in curiosity. “It looks like you have already made up your mind. I thought it would take you longer.”

“It wasn’t an easy decision,” Soranto replied without any trace of his usual humor. “It would be a completely different lifestyle. Not just in the work I would be doing, but it would also mean a shift in my priorities.”

“What are your family’s thoughts? The thought of an animal – even a bond animal – becoming the center of all your decisions can’t be easy.”

“Predictably, Maria is all for it. Thankfully, she’s old enough that it won’t really create any barriers in what she can do. Even if I won’t be able to leave the planet’s orbit, nothing is stopping her from going on the shuttle to visit her grandparents.”

“And Adeline?”

“On one hand, she thinks that this is one of the best things that could have ever happened to me. On the other hand, it would be a serious adjustment for both of us. Even the earliest videos of the fire lizards showed Tasha as an adult, so she is at least eleven years old now, and this is her first clutch that we know of. They could easily live for thirty, fifty, or eighty years. Possibly more. I won’t be able to leave the planet during that time – even if one of my family members is gravely ill.”

“That is why I haven’t encouraged them,” Tkael admitted. “None of my relatives are on this planet. I go offworld at least once a month to visit them. It would be different if they were allowed to leave this planet, but that likely won’t happen anytime soon.”

Soranto shrugged slightly, taking care not to jostle me. “If she does choose me, Adeline and I are fine with it. But, in the end, I’m not the only person she goes out of her way to meet. She is quite friendly and has no problems making new friends. I see she has some new fans online.”

“What do you think of her newfound game?” Tkael asked.

“I was more surprised when the wild one joined the game. These two are definitely having a noticeable impact on the behavior of the wild youngsters. It’s one thing for them to land on our shoulders when they come with Tessa and Dirk to get some fruit almost every day, but I never imagined that one of them would go near a moving Kymari they didn’t know. They are nervous enough when we sit still.”

Taureen nodded as he joined the discussion. “I gave the players a direct link to my wrist comm if they want to contact me. I also suggested that they start carrying sunburst berries or out of season fruit as a treat at the end of the game.”

When the discussion changed to topics that didn’t interest me, I flew back up to my perch to grab my gem. Instead of taking it to Soranto, I landed on the floor in front of him, just out of his reach. I rolled it around on the floor a few times, taunting him. 

He stretched out his foot, but I swiftly rolled the gem out of his reach. Once he focused on the conversation at hand, I rolled it just within reach again. I kept rolling it closer, and then away whenever he tried to touch it.

Using my tail to bring the shimmering ball with me, I edged closer. My jaw was open in a slight grin at the new game. I wasn’t about to let him get the gem easily – he was going to have to work for the privilege. As he leaned forward, I quickly retreated, taking the gem with me.

Grabbing the leather cord, I let it dangle from my jaws as I jumped around a few times. I used the cord to swing it around in big circles and didn’t see him lean forward again. 

His hands scooped me up. “Got you!”

I squawked in surprise, dropping my gem as I twisted my head around and gently bit the base of his thumb. There wasn’t enough pressure to break the skin, but I had a firm grip. 

“It looks like you are your mother’s daughter, after all. What kind of savages are they raising in this household?” Soranto sounded far too amused considering that I still had a good hold of his hand.

I snorted and grabbed his wrist, letting my claws prick his skin lightly. He set me on his lap, or rather, attempted to. Twisting his arm, he let me hang upside down from his wrist. With a snicker, I looped my tail around his arm to help support my weight, still not letting go.

His other hand managed to snag the gem by his foot. He sat up and held it up as he took a good look at it – somehow completely forgetting about the bright scarlet dragonet dangling from his other arm. Being ignored was not in my plans.

I kicked lightly with my back feet, drawing his attention back to me. Putting the gem down beside him, he began gently tickling me. I began squirming, and it was only seconds before I let go of his thumb. In order to get away from his fingers, I dropped down to his lap.

Rolling onto my back, I swatted his fingers with my hands. My claws were sheathed, and I was being careful with them. Reaching over, he grabbed my gem and dangled it above me. As I reached for it, he pulled back – playing the exact same game I had just tormented him with.

It took a few times before I managed to grab it, which then left my hands holding it – giving him another opening to tickle me.

“You sure are a cute little tyke,” he murmured.

Taureen brought out the cleaning kit, and I went to grab a scouring pad and a vial of oil. There was no point in me waiting my turn when I could get Soranto to do it. As always, he was happy to clean and oil my scales.

The evening continued to progress much like it normally did. It was nice to have the feeling of normality back.


Chapter 36

Tessa’s POV:

I yawned, enjoying the heat of the sun on my outstretched wings. Abby was fast asleep beside me on the same rock. 

Scratching my ear tuft, I asked Dirk, “Feel like seeing if the Ply-Ball group is there yet?”

“Sure.”

“Abby, do you want to come?”

She moved her head under her wing as she uttered a faint, sleepy groan. Apparently, she wasn’t in the mood for Ply-Ball at the moment. She had played with us the last four days, and her legs were a bit sore from the amount of running she had been doing. Thankfully, she had finally relaxed enough to allow all six players on the field without panicking.

Getting to my feet, I shook out my wings before taking to the air. I circled the clearing as Dirk warmed up his muscles before also taking flight. We headed over to the clearing where the team showed up almost every day.

A couple of the usual bystanders were waiting beside a bench, which meant that the others were likely on their way. Dirk and I landed in the tree above them to wait.

“Oh, look. They’re here already.”

“I wonder how long they will hang around. The game on Ferdac went longer than expected, so their space shuttle is just landing. It’s going to take them at least ten minutes to get here from the space port, even if they take a shuttle.”

“There, I sent them a message letting them know that their friends are waiting.”

“Darcy is almost here, and she has a spare ball. We can probably keep these two entertained long enough for the team to get here.”

It wasn’t more than a minute or so before a teenager was jogging in our direction. Considering she was carrying a ball, I assumed that this was Darcy.

“Nice to see you, Darcy. Want to kick that ball into the field? We might as well play with these two while we wait for the others.”

“Sure.” She turned around and kicked the ball out onto the grass.

Dirk dove after it, more than ready to score the first goal. Our skills had really improved, although it was too bad that the ball was far too large for us to pick up. I flew after him and landed in the grass near him.

The two women and young man moved to intercept Dirk’s path. Since I was faster, I stole the ball from Dirk and tried to dart ahead of them. We had already decided that until they tried to train us to pass the ball, that we would just steal it. Passing it wasn’t exactly easy for us anyway; it was just too big.

They humored us and let both Dirk and I score several goals before the Ply-Ball team arrived. 

“Better hurry up! You’re already losing by five goals!” the one called out with a big grin.

Rasha replied, “That’s your score. Not ours. The score gets reset when we actually arrive.”

“Well, considering that Dirk is about to get another goal, you’re already behind.”

Shaking his head, he jogged onto the field towards us. He wasn’t close enough to beat Dirk to the stone, so he didn’t hurry. With a loud whistle, Dirk rolled the ball onto the rock. 

Rasha reclaimed the ball and began tossing it from hand to hand as he waited for his other friends to get onto the field. Dirk and I flew around him in circles, waiting for him to kick it.

Once his friends had closed half of the distance, he turned the other way and kicked it clear across the field. Dirk and I swooped down and glided right above the grass as we flew after it. Rasha jogged after us, secure in the knowledge that he could intercept us as we brought the ball back.

The ball slowed down as it neared the trees, and I landed at a run as I took off after it.  I had almost caught up to the ball when Dirk whistled a frantic alarm call from above.

“Look out!”

With a hiss, I skidded to a stop and partially spread my wings, trying to figure out if the danger was coming from above or from the side. A furious rumbling growl came from behind me just before Rasha practically blurred past me.

Startled by his extreme speed, I sprang into the air and climbed for height as swiftly as I could. Ignoring me, he raced through the tall grasses and shrubs near the edge of the meadow. The vegetation in front of him was also moving, and I spotted a flash of red fur trying to evade the angry Kymari teenager.

Rasha may not have had any weapons, but I didn’t think that was going to change the outcome for the fox. He had almost caught up to it when the trees blocked my sight. Judging by the panicked yelp and loud snap, I probably didn’t want to see what had happened.

The other players slowed to a stop as they reached the edge of the forest occasionally glancing up at me. The fox must have been hiding in the shrubs right beside where I had been. Still trying to get over my fright, I landed on a branch above them. Dirk landed beside me and nuzzled my shoulder.

“Thanks,” I told him. “I didn’t even see it.”

“I almost didn’t see it either,” he admitted, worry still coloring his voice. “Rasha must have spotted it before I did, since he was already running towards it.”

I glanced back towards the trees. “I didn’t know Kymari could move that fast…”

“Neither did I.”

Rasha came back out of the trees and looked relieved when he saw us safely on the branch.

“Was that a fox?” someone asked him.

“Yeah. I’ll have to let Taureen know. He will probably have to arrange for some guards to set up a hazing program so they learn to avoid the fire lizards.”

“It’s only been a few years since we relocated most of them outside the walls, so I don’t think there’s a food shortage. More likely, it just saw an opportunity for an easy meal.”

“Regardless,” Rasha grumbled, “if they are a threat to the fire lizards, then they should be removed. There are enough other small predators to keep the rodent population in check.”

“I agree. It’s a miracle that a fox hasn’t caught one yet.”

Rasha looked up at me before asking his friend, “Can I borrow your coat?”

She handed her light coat over, and he wrapped it around his forearm and wrist.

“I’m not sure if this is going to work,” he murmured. Holding up his wrapped arm, he gently called to me, “Hey, Tessa. Come on.”

This was the first time any of them had tried to get one of us to come to them. They had also never tried to come into contact with us, opting to simply play with us. I hesitated for a few moments, before gliding down and landing uneasily on his covered arm.

Rasha also seemed somewhat at a loss of how to proceed now that I had actually come down. Slowly, he moved his hand closer to stroke my neck. I let him, although it was surprisingly hard to not lean away from his hand since it smelled like fox fur.

“There you go,” he murmured. “The fox is gone. Want to play with the ball?”

He gave his friend a pointed look, and the guy gently kicked the ball so it rolled towards the center of the meadow. It was tempting, but I didn’t feel like playing at this moment. The fox had come far too close for me to forget about it right now.

I snorted faintly before spreading my wings and flying back up to the branch. Walking closer to the trunk, I settled down to watch. 

I told Dirk, “I’m not exactly in the mood to play, but I wouldn’t mind watching.”

He tilted his head at me and glanced back down at the Kymari below, torn between staying with me or relaxing and having some fun now that the danger was gone. One of the players kicked the ball again, and the temptation was too much for him. He dropped off the branch and swooped down to the ball.

Noticing that I wasn’t about to move anytime soon, Rasha commented to his friends, “She might come down in a bit. We’ll have to start checking the treeline and keep the ball away from the edge of the meadow.”

Most of them nodded and began jogging after Dirk, who had a good head start on them. The three spectators remained beneath the tree with Rasha.

Rasha tapped a few buttons on his wrist comm. 

“Hello, Rasha.” Taureen’s voice came from the device.

“Hi, Taureen. Just so you know, a fox got pretty close to Tessa. I’m not sure if she noticed it, although Dirk gave an alarm call. It’s dead now, but Tessa is sitting in a tree and seems a bit spooked.”

“How is Dirk reacting?”

“He checked on her and has already rejoined the game.”

Taureen was silent for a moment. “Then just keep an eye on her. If she looks like she is going into shock or if Dirk becomes agitated, let me know.” He paused before continuing, “Rhay and Tran are heading your way. They will also watch her.”

“Thanks.” Rasha pressed a button to end the call, then told the three spectators, “I’m going to wait here until Tran and Rhay show up.” 

“We’ll remain as well. We can sit on the grass and keep her company once you join the game.”

“That’s a good idea. It won’t take long for them to get here.”

Their gazes moved between me and the group around the ball, and back again. I curled my tail around my feet, oddly grateful for their decision to hang out below. I wanted some space, but I didn’t want to be alone. My chin rested on my hands as I watched Dirk steal the ball from a player.

My head turned as leaves rustled further into the forest. Tran and Rhay emerged from the foliage, slowing down even as they came into sight. I blinked slowly, trying to figure out how they had travelled so far so quickly. 

It reminded me of Rasha’s speed when he had gone after the fox. I also recalled that Taureen and Aeria had managed to follow us deep into the park in time to see the Morning Song. Kymari were apparently quite fast when they wanted to be.

Rasha pointed up at me, and the two guards looked up.

“Has she moved yet?” Tran asked.

“She was originally on a branch, and we managed to coax her down. After a few seconds, she flew up there. Dirk went after the ball shortly afterward, but she hasn’t left that spot since.”

“What are you doing up there?” Rhay asked me in a friendly voice.

Resting my chin on my hands once more, I trilled a soft reply. He dug around in his belt pouch and pulled out a sunburst berry. 

He held it in his hand, showing it to me. “Want this?”

That was a dumb question. How could I not want a sunburst berry?

Getting to my feet, I glided down. My claws clicked against the armor on his forearm, but the numerous grooves and joints gave me plenty of grip. I gently took the berry and ate it in two bites before leaning down to sniff his belt pouch, hoping for more treats.

Since when did he carry sunburst berries? This was the first time I had seen one of the guards with them. Although Taureen or Aeria might have given it to him. Perhaps they might have given him more than one…

My search turned up empty, and I rustled my wings in disappointment. The thud of a foot connecting with the ball caught my attention. The ball soared through the air, landing on the grass not to far from us. Dirk flew after it, his blue scales glinting in the sun.

I didn’t see any reason why he should have all the fun. Launching off Rhay’s arm, I raced after the ball as well, trying to beat Dirk to it.

I skidded onto the grass and began pushing it towards the rock once more. Rasha remained with Tran and Rhay for a few minutes, talking. 

Tran went into the forest, in the direction that the fox had disappeared. Rhay remained where he was along the treeline, although Rasha started jogging towards me.

My pace picked up as I tried to get as far as I could before Rasha inevitably managed to steal the ball from me.


Chapter 37

Tasha’s POV:

“Yes, I’m pretty sure,” Tessa told me. “I still like Soranto the best.”

“And Maria and Adeline?” I asked.

“Maria is fun. I’m happy that Soranto has brought her over so much lately. Adeline is nice, too. Especially since I brought her some flowers and acted cute. She smiles whenever she sees me now.” Her mindvoice was bright and happy with the memories.

Her preference for Soranto wasn’t very surprising. She had always gravitated to the very easygoing Kymari. The decision was one she was taking seriously though, and she had spent the last three weeks hanging out with various Kymari.

My eyes were half closed in thought. “Hmmm… I know you have been meeting a lot of people over the last three weeks. None of them stand out?”

“Not really. I thought hard about Sadria and Rasha, but I like Soranto’s personality.”

That was about what I had expected as well. As much as Tessa loved playing Ply-Ball, Rasha wasn’t an adult yet. Not to mention that he was still in school. Having a dragonet choose him would seriously complicate his education and restrict him to this planet. 

It would prevent him from remaining on the Ply-Ball team since most of the matches were in a different solar system. Tessa also knew it, and she liked him too much to do that to him. Even though she counted Rasha as a friend, she still liked Soranto more.

I didn’t really care who she chose as long as she was one hundred percent certain of her choice. As much as I wanted her to think about it until she was a year old, both Taureen and I had noticed that she was getting a bit restless when Soranto wasn’t around.

It was barely noticeable, but it was likely a sign of things to come. She was beginning to look around as if searching for someone, yet this behavior stopped if Soranto was around. Just like I looked around for Taureen if I hadn’t seen him in the room for a while.

Even more interesting, was that both Tessa and Dirk were no longer quite so friendly towards strangers. Both of them were growing up so fast. The scent of a crawler or sicora had them growling and looking for it, no longer ready to flee the area. It would still be several months before they could breathe fire, but their instincts were maturing and kicking in.

Dirk had never been as ambitious or as outgoing as his sister and seemed content to remain as he was for now. He would likely remain with Taureen and Aeria for months to come while contemplating his options.

Tessa was a bundle of energy that liked to do things with people. Since she wasn’t as willing to approach strangers anymore, it meant that she needed more one-on-one attention. Taureen and Aeria were willing to spend most of their free time with us, but there were four dragonets they had to divide their time between.

It was no wonder that a family like Soranto’s intrigued her so much. Even if one person was busy, there were two others around. Even though he annoyed me, I had to admit that his personality made him an almost ideal match for Tessa. Neither of them were overly serious, and both of them liked to keep busy, even if it was just silly games.

“What do you think?” Tessa asked me hopefully, interrupting my thoughts.

I sighed faintly. “Honestly, I think it is a bit too soon. You are only four months old, and it won’t be easy to change things once this ball starts rolling. But, if you are completely certain, we can ask Taureen to occasionally invite Soranto along.”

Her ear tufts perked up in excitement. “I would really like that!”

“I do want you to promise me one thing, though.”

“What?”

“Don’t mindspeak Soranto or any of his family for at least three months once he becomes your handler. There is a good reason for this. If you change your mind for some reason, they won’t take it personally or feel nearly as betrayed. I would prefer that you wait longer, but at least three months.”

“I promise!” she eagerly agreed.

“Alright. If you are completely sure, then I can go have a chat with Taureen.”

“Yes, please!” Tessa’s wings quivered in excitement, and she practically danced in place.

With my heart oddly heavy, I got to my feet and left the heat lamp as I went in search of Taureen. My emotions were tangled, but I knew why. She was like a fourteen-year-old filling out applications for distant prestigious universities.

Her leaving home wasn’t going to happen immediately, but it was clearly on the horizon. I was her mother, and it was hard to let go even though I knew we would get to see each other every day. It had to happen eventually, but my heart protested.

It wasn’t hard to locate Taureen since I knew he was in the basement. There was an access flap beside the door that I went through. A piece of clear material shielded the area around the flap, just in case something he struck bounced in this direction.

It wouldn’t take him long to notice my presence, so I took the opportunity to watch him. Even after all these years, it always made me pause when I saw Taureen whirl between various targets as his weapons blurred with speed.

It reminded me that he was still a fighter, although I felt no fear around him. He slowed to a stop and stretched as he turned to face me. He put his practice weapons back in their holders on the wall before coming closer.

“What has you troubled?” he inquired, grabbing a towel and wiping the worst of the sweat off his neck and face.

“Was it that obvious?”

“Enough that I noticed it when you first entered.”

His response didn’t surprise me; he could probably determine my emotions better than I could. I sighed as I walked around the protective barrier and flew up to a wall perch near him.

“Tessa brought up the handler subject again, and we had quite a long discussion. She is still strongly in favor of Soranto. As I had requested, she did spend a lot of time with other Kymari and considered them, but it has only made her more certain of her original choice.”

He thought for a moment. “What age do the wild youngsters usually leave their parents?”

“By the time they are three months old, they tend to go off by themselves a lot during the day. As for at night, it’s hard to say. Usually, they just add another room to their parents’ burrow since it’s safer. Many don’t actually leave until they find a mate, although sometimes several friends dig a separate burrow nearby for a bit more privacy.”

“Am I safe to assume that she is just wanting to spend more time with him, as opposed to leaving?”

“Yes. She said she isn’t close to being ready to leave home, but she wants to see him more. Perhaps we can drag Soranto along on a patrol?”

“I can probably arrange something. It will take several days, though.”

“I can handle that. I’m pretty sure that once Tessa sees him more, she will get more attached.”

“That is a very likely scenario, and others are beginning to notice her attachment. I already had a couple of people ask me if Soranto was being acknowledged as a potential handler. If he begins joining our patrols, then it’s going to be a push in that direction.”

“I already warned Tessa, and she is aware of it.” I lowered my mindvoice, even though he was the only one who could hear me at the moment. “She shared glimpses of her emotions and mind with me. I’m quite certain that she isn’t going to change her mind. Even now, he is practically family in her eyes.”

Taureen nodded slowly. “I will mention it to Soranto tonight. He will have to shift his work schedule as well. The Elders are hoping for the children to form a bond with a handler, although they have made it clear that they prefer them to remain with their parents for as long as possible. As young as Tessa is, we may face potential pushback.”

“Then we simply go step by step,” I stated logically, somehow arguing in favor of letting my daughter pick her own path and timeline even if it was too fast for me. Which was probably part of his reverse psychology to help me think things through. “Start with occasional patrols, have him come to the park more often, and see if we can invite the family over for supper more often.”

“Indeed. It shouldn’t be hard to manage that. The patrols will take more planning.”

I tilted my head. “Come to think of it, Tessa hasn’t even been to Soranto’s house. Perhaps seeing four dragonets getting into mischief will prepare their family for what a bored Tessa can manage.”

“Are you going to be okay with Soranto being around more? You have been tolerating him surprisingly well, but I don’t want it to become a bother.”

“He’s been giving me my space, so I’ll manage. Although if she somehow gets hurt in his care, he will see what kind of damage I can do when I intend to harm.”

“You would not be the only one he would have to answer to,” Taureen stated, leaving it at that.

I flew over and landed carefully on his unprotected shoulder. My nose wrinkled at the heavy scent of his sweat.

“You really need a shower. At this point, I might not be able to smell a crawler even if you stepped on it.”

He chuckled at my teasing, fully aware that he really needed to wash up. He opened the door and began climbing the stairs. 


Chapter 38

Tessa’s POV:

I sat up with a trill when Soranto and Tkael arrived. Quickly, I flew to the perch above the hallway entrance and waited with a grin. As they passed beneath, I dropped several big leaves on them.

Tkael kept on walking, ignoring the leaves like they didn’t exist. Soranto caught one mid-air and began spinning the stem between his fingers, causing the leaf to whirl around in fascinating patterns.

I swooped down to his shoulder so I could peer at it more closely. He held it up, allowing me to see it easier. My head tilted as the leaf kept dancing in an erratic fashion. I tried to commit it to memory to share with Abby later. I somehow doubted that my own hands would be able to manage this.

Soranto kept spinning the leaf as he sat down. After a while, I grew tired of watching it and extended my claws as I swatted it. The spinning leaf disintegrated into confetti.

He examined the rather tattered stem. “Now what am I supposed to do with it? Ah, I know.”

With a quick movement, the stem tickled my belly. I squealed at the unexpected comeback and flared my wings, unintentionally tapping his head. He ignored the light buffet as he focused on tickling me with his newfound weapon.

The frayed ends of the stem found my toes next, causing me to dance as I tried to avoid the previously innocent leaf. I slapped his wrist with my tail and managed to snag the stem between my teeth. Instead of tugging it out of his grip, my teeth bit right through the stem.

I spat the piece out and it bounced off his knee to land on the floor. The little bit left in Soranto’s hand wasn’t enough to be a threat to my sensitive skin. He chuckled, clearly enjoying our little game.

It abruptly cut off as he tensed up. I quickly followed his gaze and also gawked. Mom glided in our direction and gracefully backwinged onto Soranto’s other shoulder. Her expression was less than impressed.

She angled her head to stare directly into his face with narrowed eyes. I wasn’t even sure if Soranto was daring to breathe. After several very long, tense seconds, she inhaled slowly before sneezing violently in his face.

With a loud snort, she turned and flew back to the heat lamp. Soranto exhaled heavily in relief as his muscles relaxed.

He raised a hand to wipe his face. “Wow. I didn’t expect that.”

Tkael was watching Mom. “Neither did I. She didn’t actually try to injure you, which is kind of surprising considering her usual actions.” He glanced at Taureen. “You didn’t tell her to do that, did you?”

“No, I was just sitting here,” Taureen replied. 

Tkael furrowed his eyebrows in thought. “She’s never shown any inclination of going near Soranto before. It makes me wonder if it has something to do with how much time Tessa has been spending with him. Her behavior is rubbing off on a few fledglings in the park; perhaps it is also affecting her parents.”

“I think I will retract my wish for Tasha to come to me,” Soranto quietly said. “For a moment, I was worried that she was going to flame me.”

“It was very deliberate,” Tkael muttered. “I really wish that someone would manage to track and observe the wild ones. The members of the flock interact a lot, and this is likely one of the interactions that we haven’t managed to observe yet. I’m positive such an intentional action means something.”

Soranto asked Taureen, “Any ideas? You know her best.”

Taureen gazed at the curled up golden dragonet under the heat lamp. “It’s just a guess, but I would almost say that she has finally accepted your presence. She hasn’t hissed or growled at you for over two weeks now.”

Soranto blinked in surprise. “You’re right. She hasn’t done more than occasionally glare at me lately.”

“That’s probably a good thing, since I wanted to ask if you could join us on a few training patrols.”

“What exactly do you have in mind?” 

“Mostly just to accompany us as we walk around the city and through the training rooms. I’m also wondering if you would be open to seeing if we can get Tessa to sit on your shoulder during these times.”

Soranto was silent for a moment, and I realized the seriousness of Taureen’s question. For me to sit on his shoulder in training would mark him as the one who would likely become my handler. To my relief, Soranto nodded.

“I guess it’s a good thing that I got measured for armor last week. It’ll be at least a week before it’s ready, but I will probably need that time to shift my schedule since this likely won’t be a one-time thing.”

“You’ll want to stop at the barracks and arrange for as much training as you can,” Tkael advised him. “Once she follows you permanently, it won’t be as easy to go if she has to sit on the sidelines.” 

Soranto scratched his head. “How long did it take Keegan to follow you out of the park? Almost a year, no?”

“Around that mark,” Taureen replied, “but he was scared of us and anything outside of the park. Tessa doesn’t have that problem.”

“It only took Keegan about a dozen attempts once he got to the point of trying to sit on your shoulder as you left the park.” Tkael pointed out. “You also didn’t take him back to the park for quite a long time. I’m pretty sure Tessa won’t back out more than a few times before going with him, although I suspect that she will probably bounce back and forth a bit until she truly bonds with Soranto.”

Taureen nodded. “That is what we were thinking as well. The wild youngsters are out and about during the day, but they tend to return to their parents at night. It will probably be a very slow transition between the two homes.”

“That would give her time to adapt without any sudden change,” Soranto said. “It will also give me time for training. Judging by the stack of papers that appeared in the mail a couple of weeks ago, someone thinks I need a lot of it.”

I listened to their discussion with intent interest. They were speaking as if it were almost a certainty now, which didn’t bother me. It was a bit of a relief to know they were planning on going slowly and were willing to let me set the pace.

I settled down on Soranto’s shoulder, trying to make heads or tails of exactly what they were discussing. It seemed to be various things that he was going to have to do in preparation for the patrols, as well as arrangements so his schedule could easily flex to match our progress.

It didn’t take long for me to grow bored of their endless planning, and I reached up to grab a mouthful of his short hair in my mouth and gave it a light tug. Having successfully gained his attention, he picked me up and put me on the floor, which was rather unusual.

He tapped the floor in front of me with a finger, and a glowing red spot appeared. Surprised, I sniffed the strange thing, but it had no scent. Then – all on its own – it moved in a slightly jerky fashion.

My head jerked back momentarily, then I crouched down as I got ready to pounce. It kept edging away, almost as if it was intentionally taunting me. After all my practice with the Ply-Ball team, that was a mistake. I was much faster on my feet now.

I jumped towards it, but it skittered away. It was much quicker than I had realized. This time, I tried to sneak up behind it. My hand lashed out to pin it, but the glowing red dot suddenly appeared on the back of my hand. It had no weight.

I stared at in confusion, and my Blood Memories surfaced. It was just a laser light. My head turned, and I spotted the small device in Soranto’s hands. That was a bit disappointing, but I could still have fun with it. Glimpses of dragonets chasing it also flickered along the edge of my mind.

The dot darted away, and I bounded after it. Being a light, it was able to change direction with no effort. Dirk flew over to help me. The light was nimble enough to evade both of us for quite some time.

To my surprise, both Mom and Dad joined us on the floor. Leading by example, their claws dug into the carpet for traction as they tore after it. Dirk and I tried to copy them and ended up having more success in keeping up with it. It was hard to move our feet that fast, though. 

I wished that it was possible to catch it. Unfortunately, that just wasn’t an option. It was still fun, although it got kind of boring before too long. I flopped down on the carpet and rolled upside down with a yawn.

Dirk took the opportunity to jump on me. He didn’t try to pin me, so it turned into a wrestling match. It took me a bit to get away and evade him. He may have been larger and stronger, but I was faster.

Taureen brought out the cleaning kit, and Mom immediately flew over even as Dad went to Aeria. I took an extra scouring pad and vial over to Soranto. He may have oiled my scales every evening for quite a few weeks, but surely he needed more practice.

Dirk went to sulk under the heat lamp since he had to wait. My eyes drifted shut as Soranto carefully cleaned the scales on my back.


Chapter 39

Tessa’s POV:

I flew between the trees, grinning back over my shoulder as Abby tried to keep up. We had lost Dirk and Glen a while ago.

“Ready to give up yet?” I taunted her.

“Nope!”

“Why are you huffing and puffing? You live out here all the time; you should be in better shape than me.”

“Because I know how to relax,” she retorted. “It’s a skill that you really should learn.”

“Nah. Sounds too boring,” I replied with a breathless laugh.

“You need to have your head checked.”

I snorted as I banked hard around a tree and kept going. Abby was tiring, so the turn really slowed her down. Four strange metal posts stood out of the ground, forming corners for a very large rectangle.

“Has anyone seen any more foxes?” I asked.

“Not for several weeks. A few people looked hard for them, too. It looks like all of them have been moved out of the park. I still think it’s kind of strange that they left the traps up.”

“From what Aeria told me, the containing shields won’t activate unless a fox walks into it. They will probably leave them here for a few months, just in case they missed a few.”

“I guess that makes sense. We chased a lot of different critters between those posts and nothing happened. One of those dog-like pets got caught in one; it was about the same size as a fox, though.”

“Well, I’m happy that they are gone. That’s one less danger to worry about.”

“I agree! It’s a relief, especially for those with young children. I’ve had nightmares about foxes finding me when I napped in the sun. That isn’t something I have to worry about anymore.”

“Foxes aren’t the only things out here,” I cautioned her.

“Oh, I know. But the foxes were the most dangerous. Now we just need to watch for eagles or very brave weasels.”

“Is this another excuse to get lazier? Come on! Get those wings moving! You can’t outfly an eagle if you can’t even keep up with a butterfly!”

“What kind of butterflies have you been watching?”

“It might have been a hummingbird,” I conceded.

“You don’t have room to talk – you are breathing hard, too.”

“Duh. Don’t you ever listen to Mia? I live in a cage and never get a chance to spread my wings.”

Her snort was audible even though she was falling farther behind. I snickered, weaving through some branches in another attempt to lose her.

It was hard, but I eventually flew far enough ahead of Abby to lose her. My teeth were slightly bared in a smirk at having outflown an older fledgling. Most adults would have been able to keep up, although some were quite lazy.

Panting hard, I landed on a branch to catch my breath. I looked around, but not a single dragonet was in sight. Having tired the other three out, they would probably want to sunbathe the rest of the afternoon. Well, Dirk would get bored in an hour, but we would probably be leaving by then. Besides, I could easily torment him at home.

The Ply-Ball team was gone for several days, so that entertainment wasn’t a possibility. What else could I do in the park that wasn’t an option at home? The list was rather short.

I had already explored this area of the park, and Abby and Glen had shown me other areas via the mindlink so I knew that there was nothing exciting around. The available ripe fruit in this area wasn’t the most appealing, and I would rather wait for my own dinner. The lack of options was painting a bleak, boring picture of the rest of my afternoon unless I went to torture the guards.

My ear tufts perked up as an idea occurred to me. With a grin, I leapt off the branch as I headed towards the sunbathing area.

It wasn’t too hard to find a big leaf in a forest, so that part of my plan was easily accomplished. I landed at the edge of the creek and folded the leaf in half. Walking on my rear legs was hard, but I got out of the creek with water cupped inside the impromptu leaf bowl.

Now, for the hard part. Carefully unfolding my wings, I fanned them hard as I tried to get airborne without spilling any of the water. Predictably, most of it spilled out as I got into the air, but some was still there. More than enough to accomplish what I intended.

I was going to have to pick my target carefully. Mom wasn’t ideal – she leaned a bit too far to the wrathful side. Dad was far too quick. Mia was a grouch, plain and simple. Perhaps Drake would be napping, or maybe Glen had returned there to rest.

Keeping my glide just above the shrubs, I headed towards where the adults usually sunbathed. They wouldn’t be able to see me until the last second, and, with luck, one of the better targets would have their eyes closed. I would have to make my decision quickly.

As I cleared the last shrub with silent wingbeats, I spotted Drake on his favorite rock. Even better – his eyes were closed. A few heads started to turn in my direction as I let go of the leaf, letting its cold contents cascade down onto the blue dragonet relaxing in the warm sunlight.

I pushed for speed as a yelp came from below. The wet leaf danced as it gracefully fluttered down to the ground. I was undoubtedly going to get dunked in the creek for this stunt, but it would be worth it.

Straining my wings, I climbed for height as swiftly as I could. A glance back showed that Drake was coming after me, ready to dish out some payback. My slender build and lighter weight gave me an advantage, but he was an adult with experience and stamina on his side.

He was unusually quiet as he closed the distance between us. Normally, he voiced his promises of revenge or complained so others would – hopefully – sympathize with his plight. His silence was not a good sign.

A flash of silver from above was all the warning I had to sideslip and avoid Glen’s tackling dive. Now I knew why Drake had been so silent – he had been calling his rambunctious kids in as reinforcements. Abby’s green scales would be harder to spot if she was waiting in ambush.

“Hey! Three against one isn’t fair!” I called out. This was not how my plan was supposed to work.

“Sure it is,” Abby murmured in delight.

I hadn’t pushed my mindvoice that far, so she was probably close enough to see me. Glen was circling around as he tried to catch up after his miss. He didn’t really worry me. Drake and Abby were my immediate cause for concern.

I gained height, rising above the treetops so Abby would have less of a chance to catch me unaware. The blue dragonet followed after me persistently, and a smaller green one joined it. I kept climbing; Abby would still be tired from our earlier race and the upwards flight would be harder for Drake than me.

The sound of my breathing became louder as my wings pushed higher. I had never really tried to fly very far above the trees, so this was the highest I had ever flown. My two followers weren’t dissuaded by the height, although I didn’t dare go too high in case a low-flying shuttle flew this way. Levelling out my flight, I bided my time.

As Drake began to catch up to me, I folded my wings and dove. He followed suit and quickly began to catch up to me. I realized my mistake; his heavier body was aiding his dive. Turning my fall into a rollover, I quickly changed direction, banking on him being unable to corner as easily.

It took him more effort to continue in pursuit of me, but it didn’t buy me as much distance as I had lost due to my oversight. As far as I could tell, he was barely even breathing hard. Not that it surprised me. His six children had kept him from getting out of shape over the years.

My eyes scanned the trees not far below. Where had that silver nuisance gotten himself to this time? Abby was falling behind once more, still tired from before. Then again, I had been tired as well.

Drake was still catching up, and my time was running out. So were my options. I really had to start planning my getaway plans before I actually instigated my mischief.

The blue dragonet drew closer. Taking a chance, I did a partial mid-air somersault as I reversed direction, flying back the way I had come. It cost me a bit of height, but it also caught Drake off-guard, and he flew past where I had been moments before.

Cheering internally, I dove through the dense branches to reach the creek before my pursuers caught up. My fast landing sent water spraying up around me, and I ducked underneath a tree branch that dangled into the water, leaving just my head above water.

The leaf above me darkened momentarily as a shadow passed overhead. Then another. As they got further away, I could see Drake and Abby scanning the creek as they searched for me.

I waited where I was, and it wasn’t long before a third shadow went by. My grin was silent as I watched Glen follow in their wake. Now was my chance to get out of the water and sneak through the shrubs.

They would be searching this part of the river, and their keen eyes would be watching the area between the underbrush and the tree canopy. I swam to the shore, and with a final look around, I exited the water as quietly as I could before dashing underneath the bushes.

Now was the perfect time to see how far I could travel under the cover of the numerous plants around here. The longer I could evade my airborne searchers, the lower their chances of catching me became.

While constantly peeking up in case of company, I quickly ran along the ground, using the shrubs for cover as much as possible. It would be quite an accomplishment if I could evade an adult, even if he wasn’t trying his hardest. 


Chapter 40

Tessa’s POV:

I eagerly examined the house we were approaching. What would the inside of Soranto’s home look like? Would it be roomy like Taureen’s place? Or full of narrow corridors and weapons like Aeria’s parents’ house? That was something I was going to find out very shortly.

Taureen waved his hand in front of an elaborate pattern on the door frame, and a melodious tone sounded from inside.

Moments later, the door opened as Adeline greeted us. “Welcome. Come inside.”

Taureen and Aeria were happy to oblige. The door led right into a large living room with a high ceiling. Several closed doors were on the left and right sides of the room. Massive windows on the far wall and beside the door allowed sunlight to stream in.

“They have windows on the ceiling?” Dirk asked in disbelief.

“Sunroof,” Dad informed us, glancing up at the four big windows in the ceiling that showed us a clear view of the blue sky and a few clouds.

“The thunderstorms must be fun to watch from in here,” I murmured in fascination.

The largest side door opened, and Soranto and Maria entered the room. Before they closed the door, I caught sight of the kitchen behind them.

“Huh. That’s new,” Dad said, looking to the side.

I followed his gaze and saw a large rectangular tray of sand sitting on a shelf on the wall. There was some sort of long light fixture above it that I assumed was a heat lamp. Taureen noticed our distraction and walked over for a closer look at it. The shelf was roughly elbow-high on him, which was quite a bit higher than the end tables back home.

“Where did you find a long heat lamp? I could only find circular ones that would work with the local power grid. Very few have the ability to turn the light off and still produce heat.”

Soranto shrugged. “I couldn’t find one either, although I found enough components to build one. Finding a power converter that would work properly was the hardest part, but the result was worth it. The left side is hotter than the right, so they can pick and choose exactly which temperature they prefer.”

With a curious expression, Taureen passed his hand beneath the light. “Very impressive. I might have to ask you to build me one.”

“Sure. Just let me know the dimensions and temperature range.”

Taureen nodded, still examining the unusual heat lamp. His finger brushed over the sand as he tested the heat. Leaning forward on his shoulder pad, I trilled a question.

He smiled. “Go on.”

Both Mom and I jumped onto the shelf, using our wings to slow our fall. Dad and Dirk flew over when Aeria gave them permission. All four of us walked back and forth under the light a few times, intrigued by the noticeable difference in heat from one end to the other.

Mom and Dad picked the hottest end, while Dirk opted for a spot in the middle. Not wanting to be lulled into a drowsy state by the heat, I sat at the cooler end by a water bowl as I looked around the room.

The Kymari were already walking towards the couches and chairs that formed a loose square in the middle of the room. The low, round center table had a few decorations, a small tray with empty glasses, and a pitcher of what I assumed was water. A shelf underneath it held a variety of objects such as laptops and other things meant to entertain or pass the time.

There wasn’t a single end table to be seen, although it looked like each chair and couch had a small glass holder just underneath the armrests. The walls were sparsely decorated with family pictures. Other than this shelf, the furniture, or the Kymari, there was nothing to perch on in this room. 

Somehow, the simple, clean layout and the windows made the room seem much larger than it was – although it wasn’t that small to start with. It had to be almost twice as large as Taureen’s living room. It was a bit disappointing that the other doors were closed. I was curious about what was behind them.

Soranto began pouring glasses of water for everyone and sat down on his chair, glancing in our direction. “I’m glad that they seem to like it so much.”

“I want one of these,” Mom murmured lazily, letting Taureen and Aeria listen in. “This even beats the heat lamp that Serena and Tom have.”

“I find it interesting that they checked the entire tray and then chose different spots,” Adeline commented.

“The adults seem to prefer warmer temperatures,” Taureen said, “while the youngsters tend to overheat easier. They are slowly outgrowing it, but they feel the cold more noticeably and frequently return to the heat lamp for a short time.”

“Then I’m even happier that I built such a range into it. Once a few more parts come in, I can extend it on both sides. I’m experimenting with a cooling mat as well, but it needs a better casing. The one it came with won’t stand up to a fire lizard’s claws.”

A cooling mat? That sounded neat, although it wasn’t often I got too warm. Since I wasn’t cold right now, there was no real reason for me to remain here, and I really wanted to explore. After examining the room for another second, I took to the air, gliding in a slow circle around the room.

When I passed by one of the big windows facing the backyard, I hovered as I gazed out. There was no netting like back home, not that I had expected to see any. It looked far more formal and manicured than our semi-wild backyard. 

Fancy ornamental flowers stood proudly in planters around a sitting area near the house. Neatly trimmed green grass took up most of the space and was bordered by bushes or raised flower beds. Flowering vines climbed up elaborate trellises as a sight barrier to the neighboring yards.

A few toys and what looked like a book made the backyard look inviting rather than imposing. I would have liked to stare for longer, but hovering wasn’t easy and there wasn’t a windowsill to land on. Banking away from the window, I glided over to land on Taureen’s shoulder since he was the closest.

I had a good view of the room from here. Taking a closer look at the pictures, I realized that almost all of them were of Soranto, Adeline, and Maria. The other two showed two older couples, whom I could only assume were Adeline’s and Soranto’s parents. 

The Kymari in those two pictures looked rather serious, which was odd considering that the rest looked happy and light-hearted. Dismissing the pictures, I found nothing else particularly entertaining in this room.

Settling down on Taureen’s shoulder, I asked Abby, “Hey, did you guys find me yet?”

“Oh, yeah. We found you under a log and left you there to dig your way out.”

“Someone is a bit sarcastic this evening. What bug bit your rump?”

“The stupid red butterfly that can apparently outfly an eagle.”

I managed to turn my laugh into a sneeze. “Oh! Don’t make me laugh like that! There are people watching me.”

“How the hell did you manage to disappear like that? I could see it if your scales were green or possibly blue, but you couldn’t hide those bright red scales of yours even when you plastered yourself with mud!”

“Umm… I flew away?” My attempt at sarcasm didn’t stop the unpleasant tang of an untruth from tainting the mindlink.

It gave her pause. “You didn’t fly away. But we searched the undergrowth in that area and never found you.”

“I can run fast.”

“We circled around quite a wide area before Dirk told me that you guys were leaving,” she stubbornly said. “A dragonet can’t run that far so quickly. We’re fliers, not runners.”

“Well, then all I can say is that the Ply-Ball practice sure paid off.”

Her disgruntlement rung across the mindlink as she realized it was the truth. “Tomorrow, you are going to show me how you did that.”

“Fly fast and hide quickly. Then get out of the area as soon as the coast is clear.”

“I am going to go find Glen and plot revenge for tomorrow.”

“Okay,” I said easily.

My tone immediately made her suspicious. “What do you mean by ‘okay’?”

“Plot all the revenge you wish for tomorrow.”

“What are you up to?”

“Nothing. Just make sure to get it all out of your system tomorrow.”

“Do the Kymari have a scanner for insanity? Because I think you need a checkup.”

“Not to my knowledge, but they do have very good weather forecasts.”

“Ugh! Rain again?”

“Yeah. It’s going to start in the afternoon and last almost until dawn. We also just found out that another one of those huge storms should be coming in about five days. It will last most of the day, although it should be gone by the next morning.”

“I hate those big storms. The slow rainy days are bad enough, but those big winds are really dangerous, even in the most sheltered areas of the forest. I will let the others know.”

The mindlink faded, leaving me with my boredom once more. There was no point in trying to talk with Abby if she was in a bad mood. She didn’t get grouchy often, but when she did, it was best to leave her alone.

My attention turned back to the Kymari, although they were discussing different types of netting and fencing that could be used to enclose the backyard. The topic of locks and security was apparently an important subject.

It was also a very boring topic, especially when I didn’t understand a quarter of what they were saying. Maria was trying to look attentive, but the slightly vacant quality in her eyes showed that she wasn’t understanding it any better than I was.

Perhaps we could work together to alleviate this pesky boredom. How could I initiate some sort of activity? I noticed a small ball on the shelf under the center table. Perfect.

I glided down to the floor and scurried towards the object. It took me a moment to get it out of the neatly organized space. This rubbery toy was small enough that I could actually pick it up if I used both my hands.

It fell the floor and began rolling away. I jumped down and trotted after it.

“It looks like I’m going to have to put doors on that,” Soranto observed.

“You never did like it. It might be easier to find a better one than trying to alter it,” Adeline said.

He perked up at that thought. “I’m all for that idea. You get to explain its absence to your great-grandmother if she ever visits, though.”

She smirked slightly. “She never was one for heirlooms if they didn’t serve a purpose. If she asks, I shall just tell her that it became impractical. No one else in the family wanted it, and I originally agreed to take it so she wouldn’t ask too many questions when we moved here. We will just have to pick its replacement with care.”

Taureen and Aeria grinned slightly at the conversation, leaving me to wonder just who this great-grandmother was. Maria knelt on the floor beside me and rolled the ball across the floor. I bounded after it and rolled it back to her.

After a few repetitions, it grew boring. I jumped back onto the shelf and began checking out the contents. Most of the stuff was electronics or other things I didn’t want to risk damaging, but that still left plenty of objects to investigate.

I stuck my head through a hoop twice the size of my neck before grabbing a string of shiny beads. Jumping out of the shelf, I flaunted the beads as I trotted towards Adeline’s chair. Nothing made Soranto more jealous than when I gave something to someone else.

With a jump and a wingbeat, I landed carefully on her lap. I raised my head as the string of beads dangled from my jaws. She smiled and gently took them from me. Taking the hoop off, she pulled it between two fingers before letting one end go. With a metallic twang, it launched across the room.

I wanted to try that! Spinning around, I flew after the strange object. Tugging at it in my hands didn’t do anything, probably because I wasn’t strong enough. I pinned one side with my hands as I grabbed the other in my jaws. Regardless of how hard I tugged, I couldn’t get it to bend.

With an unimpressed snort, I grabbed it in my jaws and flew back to Adeline. This time, I watched her closely. Even she was using a fair bit of force to flex the hoop. A twang signalled its launch across the room.

Soranto leaned over and managed to snag it out of the air. He whirled it around his finger as he grinned at me. I tried landing on his wrist, but it was moving slightly, so I let go instead of having my claws dig into his skin. He really needed to get those wrist guards that Taureen and Aeria wore when they weren’t wearing their full glove.

He sent the ring flying, and I followed it once more. After a few more rounds, I had a different problem. I had to go to the bathroom and had no clue which door hid the proper room.

Dropping the ring on the floor, I chittered in a high-pitched tone as I walked in a tight circle. 

Recognizing the signal, Aeria asked Maria, “Can you open up the door to the bathroom and call her over? She’ll be fine once she knows which room it is.”

Maria immediately rose to her feet and walked to the third door. She opened it and called, “Tessa, this way.”

I flew over and landed by her feet, poking my nose into the room. Things seemed much fancier in here, but the facilities were the same. I went inside and nudged the door with my shoulder to mostly close it, although Maria was already walking back to her seat. I was happy for the privacy and hoped that no one else would come in here while I was tinkling.

Taureen and Aeria gave us the privacy that we gave them, but Soranto, Adeline, and Maria were still in the dark. Hopefully, they would assume that we were one of the types of animals that preferred to do our business in private.

Once I finished, I tilted my head in confusion when I went to flush it – there was no sensor on the wall. Normally, we flew in front of a sensor and it would dispose of the wastes. I had been in hundreds of different bathrooms so far, and this was the first time I didn’t see a sensor.

Despite looking around, I couldn’t spot it. With a shake of my head, I gave up and flew over to the sink, hoping that these sensors were present. A faint hum from behind made me circle back to see the facility flushing on its own accord.

Confused, I landed on the sink and tapped the plug button, causing it to seal the drain. The water sensors were familiar, and I easily added a bit of water before walking through it and scuffing my feet. Tapping the plug button again, the water began draining as I pulled a small hand towel down from its hook.

It would let them know which one I used, as well as making it easier for me to dry my feet. I winced as my claws dragged across the material. I hoped that no one was really fond of this towel. It might not survive its day job this time.

With my feet and hands clean, I glided down to the floor and pulled the door back open before squeezing through the gap. I snorted loudly and shook my head to express my opinion of their bathroom. I flew over to the heat lamp and sprawled out beside Dirk.

“Forget about replacing the center table,” I muttered, letting my family, Taureen, and Aeria hear me. “They need to upgrade their bathroom.”

To add to my confusion, Aeria started snickering, and even Taureen – who was quite practiced in keeping a straight face – looked mildly amused. Adeline sent her a puzzled look, trying to figure out what had prompted such amusement.

Still chuckling, Aeria raised an eyebrow at Soranto and asked, “The heat lamp is an excellent forethought, but considering her expression when she came out, did you consider the bathroom? She is trained to use a regular one, although you’ve seen how we set up ours. Now that I think about it, to the best of my knowledge, she’s never encountered a proximity sensor before.”

He blinked slowly at her in surprise. “That didn’t occur to me. Tasha and Keegan have never used it. I’ll rectify that before your next visit. Even just attaching an unconnected sensor panel to the wall should help ease some of the confusion.”

“You will have a bit of brainstorming to do,” Adeline replied as a grin tugged at her lips. “It will be quiet around the house since I’m working the late shift for the next five days, and half Maria’s evenings are already claimed by school events and get-togethers with friends. I’m still not sure how you are going to manage all of this, as well as show up for the numerous training sessions that the Guard Captain has scheduled for you.”

“Hmmm… Perhaps I could call upon my dear wife?” His voice was halfway jesting, but the other half hinted at the deep bond of love and respect that they shared.

“Perhaps,” she replied in a similar tone. “And perhaps, after our guests leave, we should check the storage room and discuss what I had planned to do tomorrow morning in my free time.”

“Ah, I knew I could always rely upon you.”

Apparently, Adeline shared her husband’s sense of humor, which wasn’t something I had expected. They seemed more relaxed and open in their own home; their light bantering and slight display of affection wasn’t something I had seen among the Kymari before.

Taureen and Aeria loved one another very much, but they tended to favor quiet, deep moments. Judging from Maria’s curious glance towards one of the far doorways, her parents’ behavior wasn’t uncommon enough to get a reaction out of her.

I knew that I would learn things about Soranto from visiting his home, although this wasn’t quite what I had expected. It wasn’t bad. It would just take some getting used to.


Chapter 41

Tessa’s POV:

My head jerked up to do a double-take as Soranto came down the hallway behind Tkael. He was wearing armor. Abandoning my wall perch, I flew over to land on his newly acquired shoulder pad. I sniffed it a few times and lifted my head to trill a question at him.

Taureen chuckled. “Too bad I didn’t have the recorder going to catch her reaction.”

“You might not have, but I activated the camera on my armor since I have to test it out as well. I’ll turn it off until I leave.” Soranto reached up to gently scratch me behind my ear tuft.

I leaned into the scratching while glancing down, although I didn’t see the camera he was referring to. In fact, Soranto’s new armor was almost the same as what Taureen and Aeria wore when we went on patrols. 

The shoulder pads had a different design stamped into the leather-like material, but, otherwise, they were the same as well. He even had the same type of wrist guards that Taureen and Aeria wore. Soranto looked like a fire lizard handler now. He stopped his scratching and pressed a few buttons on his wrist comm, likely turning off the camera.

Taureen tilted his head, gazing intently at his friend. “They added a camera to your armor?”

“Mostly because I’m in training. The two accompanying guards will also have cameras, of course.”

“If they try to stick a camera on you, I get first crack at it,” Mom told Taureen ominously. “I doubt it will do any good, but then you can break it or at least disable the audio.”

I blinked as I realized that a camera would prevent Taureen from talking to Mom during their patrols since it would record his side of their conversations. Normally he couldn’t talk if Tran or Vick were around, but a camera would completely prevent him from speaking with Mom while they were working.

Tkael inquired, “Have you decided on who you are choosing for side guards?”

“I was assigned to the same division Taureen is in. Drax is in that group, and we get along quite well. He was happy to accept when I asked. For the other person, I’m debating between Nikra, Soel, or Sipar.”

“All three would probably be happy for the position. Their skills are about the same as well,” Tkael said.

“It’ll probably be easier for me to mention those names to the Captain and let him choose. Fewer hard feelings that way.”

Tkael nodded. “Very true.”

Taureen glanced out the window at the slow drizzle of rain. “Why don’t we go for a walk over to the Aralias Gardens? This will be a good time to see if Tessa will sit on your shoulder without a leash. She will probably stay with you since she won’t want to get wet.”

“Sure. I’ll even pay our way in,” Soranto said.

“Deal. Just give Aeria and me a few minutes to put our armor on, then we can truly call it a practice session.”

It was a struggle to pretend that I didn’t understand what I had just heard. Mom had told me about those gardens – huge areas that were enclosed within glass. Each one was like they had taken a piece of forest or land from somewhere else in the world and brought it here. 

Pets weren’t allowed inside, but bond animals were an exception. Even we would have to remain on leash while inside. That didn’t bother me though – I couldn’t wait to see this place.

As Taureen walked down the hallway to the room that stored their armor, he called back over his shoulder, “Tasha, Keegan, Tessa, Dirk. Get ready to go.”

That was our cue to get ready as well. I left Soranto’s shoulder at the familiar command, heading over to the water bowl for a drink. Dirk was quickly grabbing a few mouthfuls of fruit. Mom joined me at the water bowl while Dad flew into the bathroom.

It didn’t take long for Taureen and Aeria to return in their usual patrolling gear. Soranto picked my harness off its hook and examined it for a moment.

“Tessa, come over here. Let’s see if I can get this on you.”

I flew over and landed on his outstretched wrist. He lowered me to a nearby wall perch, and I hopped off and turned around to face him. Surprisingly, he had almost no trouble putting the harness on me. He even knew to check each strap in case one was too tight. 

My harness was on before Aeria finished putting Dad’s on. Soranto put his hand near me, and when I stepped onto his wrist, he raised me up to his shoulder. I sat on his shoulder and waited for the others.

Aeria passed him my leash. “Here. We’ll need it when we get to the gardens.”

As she stepped back, I spread my wings as if intending to go to her shoulders like I was normally supposed to. 

She held up her hand. “No. Stay with Soranto.”

I folded my wings with a faint snort, looking between her and Soranto. Pretending to have to be trained was an annoyance, but at least I could prove to be a fast learner.

Soranto tucked the leash into a pouch as everyone walked towards the door. He wasn’t as practiced as Taureen or Aeria, but he managed to unclip his shoulder pads, slip on his coat, and clip them back into place on top of his coat. I dutifully remained on his shoulder pad the entire time.

When we went outside, I rustled my wings in disapproval as the cool, damp air caressed my scales. Luckily, Soranto’s umbrella was a bit bigger than Aeria’s, and it kept all of the raindrops away from me.

Laying down on his shoulder pad, the ride was both familiar and different. The shoulder pad itself was of the same material and sturdiness that I had come to expect. Soranto’s walking stride was a big change, though.

When sitting on a Kymari’s shoulders, their stride made us rise and fall with every step. Taureen’s walk was powerful and smooth, while Aeria’s was more subtle and graceful. I struggled to put Soranto’s pace into words.

His steps practically flowed, almost like he was dancing. It didn’t seem to be a conscious effort either.

“His walk is really smooth,” I commented to Mom.

“Both Soranto and Adeline come from very wealthy and powerful families. I have no doubt they were stuck in many classes on how to walk and act from the time they could stand. They have managed to shake off most of their upbringing, but some things remain.”

That explained the odd conversation around the center table. They must feel like their home could be on show if their relatives ever came for a visit.

“What else do you know?”

“Not much. Neither of them liked that lifestyle. Somehow, they eventually realized they were both putting on the act that their family expected. Knowing they could be themselves around each other, they hung out more. It didn’t take long before Soranto asked if he could court her instead.”

“Considering that they are married, I’m going to assume she said yes.”

Mom’s mindvoice practically rang with her amusement. “Indeed. To make things better, both of their families viewed it as a powerful alliance and supported it. Those two took full advantage of their new freedom and moved far enough away that they had little physical contact with their relatives. Later, they moved here since none of their family would likely ever stoop so low as to visit such a remote backwater planet.”

My ear tufts perked up at that good news. They would probably never come here then, and with the dragonets not being permitted off the planet, it was very doubtful I would ever meet their families. If they ever did stop by, it would be a short visit. I hoped they weren’t as stuck-up or prideful as I imagined.

The new information also gave me a lot to think about. Their family background explained a lot about the way they lived, although they seemed to be quite happy. Soranto and Adeline were always able to go visit their family on good terms, but had peace and quiet here.

If someone ever did come here, it would only take a few minutes to tidy their home and yard to make it look more formal. So, they were free to be themselves and could easily put on their act in the unlikely event that someone stopped by for a visit.

   

       It was a long walk to our destination, but considering that even Mom and Dad were trying to hide their excitement, it was probably worth it. I hadn’t been here before, although it wasn’t possible to miss the large domed buildings that seemed to be made of glass.

As we approached the doors, my leash was clipped onto my harness. Once all of the dragonets had their leashes on, we went inside. Soranto paid our way in, and I looked around, wondering which hallway we would go down.

The first dome we entered was humid and warm. Strange trees crowded each other as unusual flowers grew on the trees themselves. Colorful noisy birds I had never seen before sang from above.

“This is similar to the Amazon rainforest,” Dad told us.

The walkway was raised and allowed us to look down on a number of animals. My jaw dropped when I saw a bird twice my size with a huge orange beak. The beak was almost as long as the bird was tall! A toucan. 

I gawked at pink birds wading along a stream. They were almost half as tall as Aeria, although it was hard to tell since the flamingos kept leaning down to stick their weird beaks into the water. 

Swift movement made me turn my head and examine the golden-furred monkey in the trees above us. The red and blue macaws screeched at it before flying to another tree. My Blood Memories were clearly going to get a workout in this place.

Even though the Kymari walked slowly along the walkway, I was sure that I hadn’t seen everything that lived in this dome. The next dome was very different; the air was chilly, but in a different fashion than I had felt before.

Most of the trees were oddly bare, and their brown leaves littered the forest floor. Some spiny green trees were unaffected by whatever was plaguing their neighbors. In many spots of the floor, there was odd, fluffy-looking white stuff. Snow.

The birds here were different and much smaller. I did spot a pair of brown eagles with white heads and tails high up in a tree. 

“What is that?” Dirk asked, craning his head to look at something on the ground.

The chubby critter had grey fur with black patches over its eyes and a striped tail. My Blood Memories easily identified the raccoon, so Dirk was just asking because he was too lazy to think that hard.

“It’s a raccoon,” Mom said, “and the animal in the water is a beaver.”

I blinked slowly when I spotted it, trying to understand why an animal with fur would want to spend most of its life in the water and have a diet of tree bark. It made no sense. Its chipmunk cousins were clearly much smarter.

I was getting cold by the time we left the dome, although the next place had me spreading my wings to catch the intense heat from above. Golden grass and tall spindly trees made it easy to see the animals.

Black and white zebra contently grazed while a small group of meerkats stood guard. I tilted my head as I tried to figure out how the giraffes even got to their feet. Legs that long simply should not have been possible.

Dome after dome, I saw places that were near perfect replicas of somewhere else on Earth. There weren’t any big predators, which I was grateful for, but I couldn’t wait to come back again one day. Taureen might bring us back, or I could even ask Soranto once I was allowed to speak with him.

My mind felt full and slow after everything I had seen and heard. I had learned a lot on this little trip, and I was more tired now than after an afternoon at the park. 

The sky was starting to darken with the coming dusk, and the wind was beginning to stir. I folded my wings tighter against me and leaned against Soranto’s neck, seeking warmth.

He glanced down at me before holding his umbrella to Tkael, quietly asking, “Can you hold this for a minute?”

Tkael held the umbrella over us as Soranto opened the top of his coat a bit and picked me up. He slid me into his coat as his arm gave me support from below. I chirped happily as I got a bit comfier – it was much warmer inside his coat than on his shoulder. My head stuck out of his coat, but the rest of my body was sheltered from the damp air and cool wind.

Soranto took the umbrella back from Tkael. “Thanks.”

“Anytime.”

I relaxed as I gazed ahead of us. This was much better than a long, cold walk. It probably wouldn’t have been so bad if the last dome we were in hadn’t also been cold. It was surprisingly comfortable to be curled up against his chest. No wonder Mom let Taureen hold her like this so often.

   

       The sound of a door closing jolted me awake. I blinked drowsily at the world in front of me, suddenly realizing that we were already home. I meeped my objections when Soranto took me out of his coat – I had been nice and warm in there!

He chuckled in amusement as he set me beneath the heat lamp. Curling up on the hot sand, I chirruped a sleepy good-night.

“I’ll see you tomorrow, little one.”

With a quiet whistle, I stuck my head beneath my wing. I didn’t feel like waking up any more than I already had, and sleep returned very quickly.


Chapter 42

Tessa’s POV:

We were eating breakfast when the doorbell rang. My head lifted in confusion; no one ever came over in the morning. 

To make things even stranger, Taureen just called out, “Come in.”

Dirk smirked at me. “If you hadn’t fallen asleep last night, you would know that Soranto is going with Aeria today.”

I stood up straighter in excitement. Now that he mentioned it, I did kind of remember Soranto saying something like that last night. My stomach grumbled, recalling my attention to my food dish. Breakfast was the most important meal of the day.

“Good morning,” Soranto’s cheerful voice rang out from the hallway.

“Good morning to you, too,” Taureen replied. “Ready for your first day?”

“Not particularly, but I’m willing to give it a try.”

“They were oiled earlier and are just eating now, so we have a bit of time to get ready. Your next patrol with us is in three days, correct?”

“Yes.”

“If it doesn’t bother your family, then try coming over before the sun rises so you can see how our mornings usually go. You’ll also get to see Tessa sing. It is much more interesting in person.”

“I’m sure I can arrange that.”

They continued discussing the usual patrol schedule while I focused on my rapidly emptying food bowl. I ate everything, even the two pieces of kiwi, but I was still hungry. It was very rare for me to manage to empty my bowl, let alone be looking for more.

Looking around, I decided to see if begging might yield some good results as opposed to waiting and seeing what the others didn’t finish. I flew over to land on Taureen’s shoulder and creeled a hunger cry. 

He glanced at my empty bowl. “Looks like she’s putting on another growth spurt. Here, why don’t you take her into the kitchen and find her some more food while we get ready?” He reached out and tapped Soranto’s shoulder pad. “Tessa, jump.”

With a hop and wingbeat, I easily landed on Soranto’s shoulder. He began walking towards the kitchen and looked at the fruit behind the glass. My mouth began watering as he picked out half of a cantaloupe and began cutting off a thick slice. I leaned forward eagerly, but remained on his shoulder.

He started dicing it up and offered a small piece to me. I happily took it. Piece by piece, the cantaloupe left the counter and magically disappeared into my mouth. I almost managed to eat the entire slice before I lay down on his shoulder and turned my head away from the next offered piece.

He put the rest of the fruit away and cleaned the knife and counter before heading back into the living room. Taureen and Aeria had their armor on and were just getting our harnesses. Taureen passed Soranto my harness.

“Stand up,” Soranto coaxed me.

With a long-suffering sigh, I got to my feet. I failed to see why anyone would want to move after they ate. My best naps were done on a full stomach.

It was a bit awkward for him, but he managed to get my harness on while I stood on his shoulder. Once it was on and he finished checking it, I flopped down again. There was no point in going over to the heat lamp since we would be leaving shortly.

Eventually, everyone was ready, and we headed out the door. Our usual four guards were waiting for us. Aeria and her guards entered a shuttle and swiftly took off. Taureen and Soranto chose to walk while Tran and Vick accompanied us.

“We’ll go over to the training rooms so you can see how they usually react to sicora and crawlers,” Taureen informed Soranto. “This will be the basic area, not the rather unusual setup that Banrai managed to come up with.” 

“That’s a relief. The trainers stuck me through Banrai’s creation a dozen times this week. I still have bruises from some of the traps.”

“That’s more along the lines of regular guard training. Once you complete the standard training, they will ease up. As a handler, you aren’t supposed to be getting into fights. They just want you to be able to defend yourself if something unexpected occurs.”

“So I’ve heard. In the meantime, I have the delight of being their main focus. They are finding the chance to turn a civilian into a fighter far too entertaining. My work experience has taught me a few tricks that even managed to catch them by surprise, but it doesn’t make up for my lack of practice with weapons.”

“You managed to surprise Rodrigo?” Taureen asked, looking interested.

Soranto grinned. “I cut the control cables on most of their traps the second I spotted them. Afterwards, they informed me that I wasn’t supposed to steal parts from the traps to jerry-rig a ranged weapon to set off other traps from a safe distance.”

Taureen laughed and even Tran and Vick chuckled.

“I don’t think that taking their traps apart was exactly what they had in mind for their training exercises,” Taureen said in amusement.

“I am – or was – an equipment engineer. I tend to be very creative if I have some time to think, especially if it helps me avoid pain. They can’t blame me if I’m being resourceful. Avoiding fights is my goal, not wading into the thick of it.”

Vick nodded in approval. “That’s a good mentality. It’s our job to deal with any trouble. Your job is to help us find the sicora and crawlers, then keep your little friend out of mischief while we take care of them.”

“That’s the plan, but I’m still learning as much as I can, just in case a sicora tries to ambush me.”

The conversation shifted back to his numerous training sessions and what they were focusing on. It wasn’t something I was interested in, so I tuned them out. Mom looked equally as bored, although the slightly distant look in her eyes meant that she was likely mindlinking someone.

Abby would be playing in the creek, snacking on fruit, or, more likely, sunbathing right now. So, instead of possibly waking up my friend and giving her another reason to plot revenge, I decided to mindlink Dirk.

“What are you doing?”

“I’m not entirely sure.” 

He sent me an image of a long dock that looked like it was made out of grey stone. A dozen or so boats floated on the water beside it. I recognized the huge lake as one that bordered another city.

I refrained from rolling my eyes. “You haven’t been on one of the ships yet? They rock slightly, but it isn’t as bad as what Dad says the human ships used to do. You might even get to see a big fish!”

“A fish? I plan on staying on Aeria’s shoulder. I’m not about to go swimming to see what’s down there.”

“No, silly. Some Kymari go fishing on that dock. One of them showed me a fish they caught – it was bigger than me!”

“Okay, now I’m definitely not going swimming here.”

“That’s a good plan. Do you want to hear about the crocodiles?”

“No!”

With an evil chuckle, I let the mindlink fade. I had never actually seen a crocodile except in the Aralias Gardens, but Dirk didn’t know that. The poor guy was going to be delightfully paranoid all day now.

Lifting my head, I could just see the edge of the training building from here. I stretched my wings before settling down again. Sometimes our walking got boring, and there weren’t even many people on the sidewalk to watch this morning.

Thankfully, it didn’t take the Kymari long to reach the building. This place always had people inside, and today was no exception. Soranto was getting a few surprised glances, possibly due to me sitting on his shoulder.

I sat up when a set of airlock doors came into sight. When we entered, I took a deep breath, but didn’t smell anything unusual. The dull grey hallway was empty, although there might be something in one of the side rooms.

As we came to each side room, Tran opened it up, and we walked just inside to check the air before leaving. Room after room, there was nothing. I began to wonder if I was missing something.

Finally, when one door opened, the smell rolling out made me growl and stand up. Mom also growled from Taureen’s shoulder. The stench of a crawler had me pinning my ear tufts back.

Soranto glanced at me before following Taureen through the doorway. I stretched my neck up and could see another corridor past Taureen and Tran. I immediately knew what we would likely be doing.

I waited impatiently until we came to an intersection. The moment the Kymari stopped, Mom and I both jumped into the air to circle the area. We came to a hover in front of one pathway, marking it.

“Tasha, shoulder.”

“Tessa, shoulder,” Soranto said.

I flew back to him, staring pointedly to where the smell had been the strongest. Our group continued walking.

Taureen paused in front of one door. “I’ll do this room first with Tasha, then you can try out the next one.”

I rustled my wings, unimpressed that Taureen had basically told us that the next two rooms had crawlers. That took all of the fun out of the training.

Tran opened the door and went through first, followed by Taureen, and then Soranto. Vick brought up the rear and remained by the door when he saw the size of the small room. Crates were stacked against both walls, leaving just enough room between for us to walk.

Taureen and Tran walked slowly down the limited space while Soranto and I waited with Vick. At one point, Mom hissed and turned around. Tran went around Taureen and began checking between the crates and under them until he fired his phaser at something.

Tran fished out the mounted hide with a big scorch mark on it, letting Mom and I see it before dropping it into a bag and sealing it. 

Taureen commented, “Your turn.”

Somehow, I highly doubted that he was talking to me. This very basic practice was clearly meant for Soranto.

Soranto took the request seriously though. He followed Vick out of the room as Taureen and Tran took up the rear. The smell in the hallway was still too strong for just one crawler, so I growled faintly again to let him know that we weren’t done yet. If Taureen was trying to train him, then I was going to have to help, too.

Vick opened up the next door, and I gave a louder growl as the air reached my nose. With Vick’s weapons out and at the ready, Soranto walked behind him as we searched this much larger room. 

The moment the scent began to fade, I turned around on his shoulder and growled back at the way we had come. It didn’t take Vick long to locate, kill, and show us our defeated prize. I really hoped that the other rooms had more interesting setups. This one was almost painfully boring.

The next few rooms also yielded crawlers, most of which I got to track down. We got to cover all of the basics. 

“Soranto seems to know what he is doing,” I told Mom, kind of surprised that he knew all of the commands and procedures.

“He would have watched the videos from the guards’ armor cameras. They wouldn’t have let him come if he didn’t know what he was supposed to be doing.”

“Oh, I guess that makes sen-” Soranto’s backward jump interrupted me, and I screeched when I saw something dropping from the ceiling. 

It would have almost hit us if Soranto hadn’t moved! A fireball struck it, although Vick had already spun around and was firing his phaser at it. As Mom’s fire burned out, I got a good look at the strange animal. It wasn’t one I had seen before. It had four furry wings, four legs, and a fox-like muzzle with sharp teeth. The Blood Memories told me that it was from a planet in a neighboring star system where it occasionally hitchhiked on spaceships.

Soranto walked forward, peering up at the now-open ventilation grate on the ceiling. “I thought Banrai was being confined to the larger training area? He is the only one in this city who still likes those older Class D remote releases.”

“Maybe someone asked him to help set up a few surprises.” Taureen shrugged slightly as he gazed down the corridor, likely focusing on the other ventilation grates.

“Let’s hope that this was the only one.”

Tran snorted slightly. “That isn’t Banrai’s style.”

“I know. Believe me, I know,” Soranto replied with a faint frown.

I shifted my weight uneasily, deciding that I preferred things being boring compared to having things jump out of ventilation grates at us.


Chapter 43

Tessa’s POV:



It felt like forever before we finally arrived at the main park. We were a bit later than usual due to someone – possibly Banrai – locking the exit door and forcing us to go back the way we had come. Of course, this gave whoever was watching through the cameras the chance to trigger some of the remaining traps we had walked past the first time.

Soranto held his hand up to me, and I jumped on it in excitement. After stroking my neck and back a few times, he passed me another small slice of fruit. I happily ate the treat; it was a type that Taureen didn’t buy that often.

Once I was done, he said, “Go on. Go have some fun.”

With a happy trill, I took off. Mom was already heading towards the usual dragonet meeting place, so I followed her. With a glance back and a grin, she flipped upside down and swerved around a tree trunk.

I immediately gave chase as we darted through the forest. It was almost impossible to keep up, but I managed to keep her within my sights until we arrived at the clearing.

Dad flew up to greet us as a dozen others glanced at us. I whistled a greeting and let my wings barely brush against his in our flight. I circled the clearing, but didn’t see Dirk or any of the other fledglings.

“Dirk is with Abby and Glen. They were heading to the fruit trees by the big, white stone,” Dad told me, sharing an image of the exact area.

“Thanks!” I replied, veering off to fly in the correct direction.

I gained height and carefully flew through the thicker foliage in case Abby was planning some sort of revenge. Splashing and laughing whistles came from closer to the creek, so I changed direction.

Landing on a branch, I peered through the leaves to see Glen and four other fledglings playing in the water. Abby and Dirk weren’t among them, though. Perhaps they were still eating.

Taking flight again, I continued towards the clearing with the white boulder. I kept my wingbeats silent in case they were just waiting for me to show up. I really didn’t need to be the focus of any more ambushes today, although, to be fair, all of the ones in training had been aimed at Soranto, Taureen, or one of the guards.

The clearing was empty, so I decided to check the area since there were a number of fruit trees around here. I blinked and did a double-take when I spotted the green and blue dragonets curled up together in the grass. 

I landed on a branch as I stared at the two cuddling. Well. This was not what I had expected. Looking around, no one else was in sight. I also didn’t want them to know that I had seen them, mostly because Abby didn’t need any more incentive in the revenge department.

Continuing to use the leaves for cover, I took to the air again. I could join the fledglings back at the creek. It would be a much safer place for them to eventually find me.

When I reached the creek, I was relieved to see the group still romping around in the water. Diving down, I changed my angle at the last moment as I skidded across the top of the water. As I had intended, the spray from my landing hit all of those within range.

A purple dragonet energetically splashed me back as I joined the water fight. We had a blast, although I had joined in near the end, so they were tired before I was. They rested on the sandy banks, spreading their wings to catch the sun.

I wasn’t ready to relax just yet, but my options were rather limited. It was a pity that the Ply-Ball group wouldn’t be back for two more days. There was no way I was going back to see if Dirk and Abby were done cuddling, and it really wasn’t wise for me to annoy the adults after yesterday’s stunt.

That basically left eating, sunbathing, flying aimlessly through the forest, or tormenting the Kymari. My choice was rather easy. With a grin, I took to the air to go in search of several particular items.

Kymari very rarely lost things, but it happened occasionally. Some of those things happened to be on this side of the park. The first thing I grabbed was a leather bag that was almost as big as me.

I flew to where I recalled a few of the Kymari’s money coins had fallen to the ground. A pretty stone the size of my hand joined them in the bag. After asking another dragonet’s permission, I tucked a few more oddities inside. He even gave me one of his shed scales. We rarely shed them unless they got damaged, so this might be something Soranto hadn’t seen before.

I continued collecting strange or unusual things until the bag got very heavy. Taking a deep breath, I grabbed the edge of the battered sack in my hands and began the fairly long flight to where the handlers usually hung out.

My wings were sore by the time I got to the clearing. I didn’t even bother looping around behind them to take them by surprise. Soranto was already extending his hands to take the sack as I started backwinging. I gladly let the heavy thing go, and gave an extra wingbeat so I could land on his shoulder instead.

I laid down and panted while I watched him open the sack and peer into it. 

“What’s inside?”  Taureen inquired.

“That’s a very good question,” Soranto murmured as he stuck his hand inside and gently slid all of the contents out of the bag onto the bench beside him. The others gathered around in a loose circle for a better look. Soranto scattered the pile a bit and paused before picking up part of an eggshell.

“I’ve only seen a silver color like this on fire lizard eggs,” Soranto said, examining the piece in his hand.

“It’s the right size and color,” Taureen confirmed. “There might be a nest nearby, although it doesn’t look fresh. It could be several days old already.”

“It’s been over a month since the last two joined the main flock, and I don’t think this is that old. If there is a nest around, they’ll probably show up in a couple of days.”

Taureen reached over and pushed a few sparkly pebbles aside to pick up the purple scale. “This is unusual. Look at the crack in this scale. The only time I’ve seen a scale with this much damage was when a tree fell on Serena.”

“Since no dragonets are missing or notably injured, I won’t worry too much,” Soranto said. “Although it might be a good idea to scroll through the recordings and see when it occurred. We might have to keep an eye on it in case of complications. What else is in here…”

Soranto spread out the pile as he separated the flowers and pebbles from the coins and bits of lost Kymari things. I grinned as one of the two grasshoppers jumped onto Soranto’s leg when it was uncovered. It had taken a lot of work to get them to stay inside that bag. He ignored them, much to my disappointment.

He wasn’t so keen on the four caterpillars though. He let each one climb onto a flower before passing it to Vick to set in the grass. There wasn’t much else. Just a few shiny seeds and a couple of strange leaves that even my Blood Memories couldn’t identify.

Soranto picked up a round piece of glass with an elaborate black border along the edge. “Did someone try to set up video cameras in the forest?”

Aeria replied, “About a year ago, I think. Three cameras were set up, but the dragonets could smell where we left them and tended to avoid the area. Although they tend to migrate from one end of the park to other quite freely, so we only ever caught glimpses of them.”

Taureen continued, “One camera had been placed close to one of their favored sunbathing locations, but the youngsters sniffed out the camera and managed to do some damage to it. Several pieces were missing when they recovered it after it stopped transmitting.”

“Well, we can let them know that we found the primary lens,” Soranto commented in amusement.

My eyes widened slightly in anticipation as I watched him reach for what looked like an unusual snail shell. As he picked it up, the seed pod gave a faint screech as it practically exploded, sending eight round seeds flying in all directions.

The Kymari jumped slightly, and I shook my head to keep from laughing. The other two had exploded during my flight here, but this one had been a bit greener and more tolerant of the ride.

With the bench now safe, I jumped down, fanning my wings to slow my fall. I grabbed a few of the tiniest pebbles in my mouth before jumping back up onto Soranto’s shoulder. Taking one, I tried to jam it into the grooves on the back of his shoulder, but it kept rolling out.

I tried a different area, but had no better luck. Confused, I paused and tilted my head as I examined the overlapping sections of armor. His armor was different.

I had originally thought it was like Taureen’s armor, and at first glance, they were very similar. There were subtle differences, though. Soranto’s lacked the grooves where the sections overlapped – it was a lot like Tran’s boots where the joints were so small that it wasn’t possible to wedge anything between the pieces even though they could move.

Soranto chuckled as he watched my efforts. “It looks like the upgrade was worth it, although I was pretty sure it was going to be a good investment from how often she stuck rocks in other peoples’ armor.”

That party pooper! He wasn’t supposed to take my fun away like that! With a snort, I decided to see if I could find any sort of weakness in it. 

It took me more than a few minutes, but I eventually discovered that if I sat on the back of the bench and pushed up on his shoulder pad, I could wedge some stones under the edge. I managed to stuff six pebbles in the narrow gap before there was no more room.

Slight motion from the grass below caught my attention. With a grin, I swooped down and gently grabbed the wriggly caterpillar. Flying up and over the bench back, I landed on the seat beside him while keeping the bug hidden in my hand.

Snuffling his pockets like I was looking for a treat, I managed to stick the caterpillar into one before letting the flap firmly seal it closed. With that done, I hopped onto his lap and then innocently meandered over to the pile of stuff that had been in the bag.

I batted at the pouch with my hands a few times before reclaiming a few of the flowers and putting them back into it. Grabbing the edge with my teeth, I lifted it as high as I could – which barely got it completely off the bench – and walked the few steps over to Taureen. 

In a flash of inspiration, I tried wedging the open end under the edge of his belt beside one of his belt pouches. Monkey see, monkey do? Or that was what I thought Abby told me a few times. It seemed like something a smart animal might try, at any rate.

I tossed the weird leaves off the bench and rolled some of the stones around before Soranto opened up a small container of fruit. With a happy trill, I jumped up to his wrist to enjoy the snack.

Even with the couple of ambushes that had made me jump during training, today had been fun. I couldn’t wait until our next patrol together in three days.

I wondered how long it would take Soranto to find the caterpillar in his belt pouch.


Chapter 44

Tessa’s POV:

Aeria held up a new harness. “Your new harness won’t have the flaw that your older ones did, so it won’t be possible to get out of this one. We had to disguise it on your last harness so Soranto wouldn’t see it. Considering he’s coming over soon to watch the Morning Song, I can either leave this one on the hook or leave your old one hanging for today.”

I understood the subtle hint; this was my last easy chance to back out of my plan. 

“We can hang up the new one,” I confidently replied.

She nodded and put the slightly larger harness on the hook. I subtly glanced at Dirk, who was still sleeping beneath the heat lamp. I still hadn’t told anyone about his cuddling session, but I was wondering if he was having second thoughts about potentially joining the wild flock.

My eyes strayed to the window, although there was still some time until the sun rose. Between my undisturbed sleep in the back room and the anticipation of Soranto arriving early, I had been the first one to wake up. Soranto would also get to come with us on patrol again today! I was really looking forward to it.

I flew to the front door and peered out the window to see if he was coming yet. The worst part about this window was that I couldn’t see any of the east-facing windows. The possible lure of the rising sun had me flying back to the living room again to check.

Taureen opened up the back door. “Why don’t we go outside? He’ll likely show up at the back gate since he is coming right from his place.”

A place to wait for both Soranto and the rising sun? I couldn’t pass up that offer. I flew past him and landed on the driftwood where we usually waited for the Morning Song. It was so hard to sit still. Normally, I had no trouble waiting for the sun to rise, but this morning I kept looking at the back gate.

Spreading my wings once more, I flew up to the top of the fairly short trees for a better vantage point. The netting wasn’t far away, but the height allowed me to see the wide walking trail that separated the backyards. The benches, shrubs, and trees that grew beyond the fence made it hard for those in the backyards to see who was walking there, which was probably the point.

I twisted my head to the side and stared at a clump of bushes that I had seen a glimpse of motion behind. My wings sagged in disappointment when I got a better look at the Kymari walking there – it wasn’t Soranto.

Waiting had never been my strong point, especially when I was excited. With a groan, I deliberately overbalanced while hanging onto the branch, flipping upside down. Then I just hung there while watching the empty trail. 

I heard the back door open as Aeria’s voice became audible. “-she’s out here somewhere. It isn’t unusual for her to be the first one to wait for the sunrise.”

My head whipped around in surprise, and I almost lost my grip on the branch. Soranto was here! I let go of the branch so I could fly over.

As I was flying over, Taureen greeted him, “Good morning. I’m surprised you didn’t walk.”

Soranto shrugged. “The shuttle was faster, and I got a bit distracted with a few small renovations.”

I landed on Soranto’s shoulder pad with a trill of welcome, happy to see him again.

He reached up to scratch behind my ear tuft. “Good morning to you, too.”

I warbled my amusement. I was looking forward to the day he learned that I could understand him perfectly, although that was a very long time away. In the meantime, he seemed to be getting the gist of things.

A flash of gold winged past as Mom flew over to the driftwood. Dad glided past as well, followed by Dirk. There were still a few minutes left, so I remained on Soranto’s shoulder as I softly whistled a quiet, happy tune, although my eyes were mostly focused on the horizon.

It wasn’t too long before I left his shoulder to join the others on the driftwood. The sun was just starting to rise above the horizon, and it was demanding my attention even though the Morning Song’s call was still faint.

The silence before the Morning Song was a time when I actually had patience – and I would be willing to wait forever during this quiet spell. The suspense was growing as the call continued to strengthen. Not suspense, exactly; perhaps it was closer to anticipation. Or a combination of both.

We couldn’t feel the rhythm of the dance and song yet, which was part of the suspense, but the Morning Song was always good, and we anticipated the joy it would bring. Regardless of which words best described it, we eagerly waited for the Song to begin.

Finally, the light seemed to shimmer as the call strengthened. With a joyful trill, I threw myself into the air. No clouds adorned the sky this morning, so the theme was a simpler one. No day was plain, though, so subtle hints had to be woven into our dance – people had to purposefully look for them to notice them, much like the small joys that could be found in any day.

Our flying was cheerful and exuberant as the early morning sunlight caressed our scales. My singing was almost a match for Mom and Dad’s – even Dirk’s was pretty good. I slideslipped to avoid Dirk, before beating my wings hard to shoot up into the air, twirling as I went. 

It was almost magical, as our wings let us manage incredible maneuvers – somehow never completely running out of breath despite our unceasing song. Happiness filled every wingbeat, and delight, joy, and hope echoed through our voices.

A brand-new day had begun.

As the song faded, we glided back towards the Kymari, who were sitting in chairs beside the house. Dirk picked up speed, trying to beat Dad to Aeria so he could have his oiling first. His efforts were in vain though, and Dad easily landed on Aeria’s lap first.

Mom landed on Taureen’s shoulder, and Dirk quickly took advantage of the opening, hoping to get his itchy scales soothed. Both of us were going through another growth spurt, so I knew just how badly he wanted the itching gone after spending the night under a heat lamp. I landed on the arm of Soranto’s chair, leaning over to pointedly stare at the scouring pad that was mostly hidden in his hand.

“I think I’ll have to start coming over every morning. They sing early enough that I can help out before I have to leave,” Soranto said as he moved his hand above his leg and opened it, letting me see that he had a vial of oil as well.

I hopped onto his lap and partially spread my wings as I looked up at him with a hopeful trill. He smiled and began rubbing the scouring pad against my shoulders. With a happy sigh, I laid down and spread my wings out.

Through half-closed eyes, I saw Mom glide over to the table and begin picking the raspberries out of all of the bowls. That was the hazard we faced if we got oiled first – having someone else pick out most of their favorites. Luckily, we tended to prefer different types of fruit, so no one really minded if Mom raided the raspberries, or if Dirk went after the orange slices.

Time seemed to lose meaning as Soranto cleaned my scales and then gently massaged the oil in. It took a conscious effort to check, but Dirk had fallen asleep and Dad didn’t look far from it. The best part was that there was no rush for me to move so someone else could have their turn, nor did I have to worry about completely missing out on breakfast. This was nice.

Once Soranto finished, he just petted me as I half dozed contentedly. My relaxation was ruined when my stomach growled insistently. I rolled my head to the side to look at my food dish as I debated how much longer I could ignore my hunger.

As if it heard me, my stomach pressed its demands yet again, loudly enough that all three Kymari glanced at me. With a smile, Aeria picked up my bowl from where she sat and passed it to Soranto.

My ear tufts perked up as I realized that I wouldn’t have to move to enjoy breakfast – this was even better! I happily accepted the berry he offered me and swallowed it in three quick bites. The following piece of banana disappeared just as quickly.

Soranto jokingly asked, “Let me guess, she hasn’t eaten in three days?”

“She nibbled on a few apple slices just over an hour ago,” Aeria replied in amusement. 

Soranto grinned and offered me another berry, which I took with a bit more grace. I was very glad to see that there were no pieces of kiwi in the bowl Aeria had given Soranto. The lack of cantaloupe was a tragedy, though. 

Despite sniffing the air, I didn’t smell any in the other bowls either. Perhaps it was in one of the treat bags. I really hoped it was. It was always a sad day when there was no cantaloupe. 

I couldn’t quite manage to eat all of my breakfast this morning, which was usually the case since the bowls held more than we could normally eat.

The morning was quite lazy until Dirk landed on the arm of Soranto’s chair and pulled my tail. With a squawk, I tried to swat him with my wing, but missed. When he leaned down again, I got to my feet, causing him to flee into the air. 

I quickly pursued my pesky brother. Dunking him in the pond seemed like a good way to pass the time if he wasn’t going to let me relax during my rare attempts to do so. 

He knew exactly what my plan was and swiftly hid underneath a bush. Trying to get him out would involve a wrestling match that I probably wasn’t going to win. I landed on the grass in front, glaring at him and hoping he would try chasing me instead.

He bared his teeth in a grin as he laid down, plainly not about to fall for that trick again. I noticed the Kymari all going inside, likely to get ready. With a snort, I flew after them, eager to see what kind of training we would be doing today.

Soranto went to get my harness and came over to where I was sitting on a shoulder-height wall perch. He took his time as he put it on and adjusted the straps slightly.

When Taureen and Aeria came into the room, Soranto glanced over his shoulder and said, “Five days from now, Adeline has the day off and is wondering if you would be interested in coming over for dinner.”

Aeria smiled. “That would be nice. Does she want us to bring anything?”

“Just our flying friends and their supper, if you could.”

“That’s easy enough,” Taureen said, going over to pick up Mom’s harness. “We can host dinner here the day after.”

“Sure. They have me scheduled to accompany you every three days, so I can help cook as well.”

My ear tufts perked up as I listened to their plans. I liked playing with Maria and Adeline, and I didn’t get to see them as much as I liked. 

I was looking forward to seeing Soranto’s house again. I might even get to see what their kitchen looked like. If we were going for dinner, then I would have time to try napping under that special heat lamp. Perhaps he had even fixed the toilet. I would have to check.


Chapter 45

Tessa’s POV:

From Taureen’s shoulder, I eagerly watched Soranto’s home get larger as we walked towards it. It was pretty easy to recognize the large house and fancy, formal front yard. The subtle swirling on the walls seemed much more elaborate than most of the homes I had seen – and I had seen a lot during our walks.

Taureen waved his hand in front of the doorbell, and it chimed. 

Soranto opened up the door with a smile. “You know you don’t have to ring the doorbell, right?”

“That is what I keep telling you and Tkael, and you two still do it every time.”

Soranto shrugged. “Old habits and courtesies die hard. Besides, it gives Tasha and Keegan some warning that company is about to invade their domain. Come inside. Dinner will be ready shortly.”

Soranto opened the door further, and Taureen stepped inside before suddenly freezing in his tracks as he stared at the living room. Aeria squeezed through the door behind him and also paused. Adeline grinned at their reaction from where she stood in the kitchen door. Maria stood beside her mother with a wide smile.

If I hadn’t seen the outside of the house, I certainly wouldn’t have recognized the living room. The walls and windows were the same, but that was about it. Gone was the massive and mostly empty layout. In its place, something that seemed like a dragonet’s paradise had emerged. 

The left and right walls had fake trees and branches climbing up the entire height of the wall as they formed arches over the doors. The branches and leaves created perches and places to curl up everywhere. Some of the little leaf cubbies had faint red illumination inside, while a couple had a blue tinge emerging from within.

On the left side of the room, one spot lacked the trees; instead, it took on a sandstone cliff theme. The shelf with the sand tray had been transformed into what looked like a real overhanging sandy cliff ledge. I didn’t see the tray that held the sand, but judging by how thick the shelf had become, there was probably a deep indentation as opposed to a raised tray. 

A tiny trickle of water ran down the wall from branches near the ceiling. It filled up the matching water bowl beside the shelf before continuing down the sandstone-themed wall to a tiny pond on the floor. 

I gazed around the room with wide eyes, marvelling that there were even perches in front of every window, as well as end tables with sunken sand trays beside all of the chairs.

Aeria eventually commented to Adeline in a stunned voice, “This is different.”

Adeline laughed and gestured to the room. “I’ve been looking for an excuse to redecorate for years. This is much more my style. My family can’t even complain that it isn’t proper since Tessa is bonding with Soranto.”

Soranto chuckled, clearly pleased with what he and his wife had managed to accomplish. Taureen finally exhaled slowly and seemed to unfreeze. He took a few more steps inside, slowly running his gaze around the room.

“When you mentioned doing a few renovations over the last week,” Taureen slowly said, “this was not what I had assumed.”

“I know,” Soranto replied smugly. “We wanted it to be a surprise, and judging by your expression, I can safely assume that we succeeded.”

“Indeed.” 

Taureen’s dry voice was completely at odds with his intrigued and curious expression as he continued to survey the room from where he stood. I didn’t know where to look first, but I really wanted to go investigate every little spot.

I trilled an inquiry, and Taureen said, “Go on.”

Neither Mom nor I wasted a single moment as we both flew straight towards the trees. The branches didn’t stick out far from the wall, not much more than Taureen’s wall perches did. I landed on one, surprised to find that it felt just like a real tree branch, and not a dead branch or piece of driftwood.

Beside me, a long branch and numerous overhanging fake leaves formed a hollow where a faint blue light shone. It looked big enough to comfortably stretch out in. I stuck my head inside before jerking back with a surprised snort – it was much cooler inside. 

“It’s the opposite of a heating lamp!” I excitedly told Dad, who had just landed beside me.

After sticking his head inside, he crawled through the almost-real-looking leaves to check it out. “I have never seen anything like this before.”

He came out and hopped up to another branch to check out another mostly enclosed spot. I followed after him, curious to see if the barely visible red light inside meant that it was warm instead. To my delight, it was; in fact, it was almost like enjoying sunlight while relaxing on a branch.

Next, I flew over to the sandstone shelf, discovering that the heat lamp was now hidden beneath a big branch. Looking up, I could see that the heat lamp was almost twice as long as it had been before. It also matched the slight curve of the branch, which kept it from looking unnaturally straight, while also following the curve of the shelf.

The edge of the sandstone shelf was a slightly darker color and hard. When I took a few steps, I discovered that the paler sand was soft and sunk beneath my feet. Out of curiosity, I dug down a bit without finding the bottom. It was deeper than our sand tray at home.

Dirk joined me when I flew down to the floor to check out the small pond. The edge was raised, although the clear water itself probably wouldn’t even come up to my stomach. It was so tiny that I probably wouldn’t have been able to curl up inside of it – it was clearly just meant for drinking.

I sniffed it before taking a sip. The cool water flowed over my tongue; it lacked the stagnant taste that the water in our bowls usually got within an hour, but it also didn’t have the muddy or plant taste from the creek in the park. The clear, pure taste was something I knew I would miss when I left.

Dirk also took a sip, and his eyes widened before he began drinking deeply. “How did he make water taste like this?”

Mom landed on the shelf above and tried the water in the drinking bowl before responding, “Part of it is because it isn’t sitting, but there must be some sort of filter as well.”

Looking around, I flew over to the new end tables, picking one beside Soranto. The outer edge was polished wood, but the inside had a round tray of sand sunken into the end table. Intrigued by the fact that there wasn’t a single raised sand tray in the room, I stepped onto the sand and nearly jumped when my hands touched the warm sand.

Lowering my head, I sniffed the sand before looking up. There was no heating lamp, yet the sand was nice and warm.

“Is there a heater on the bottom of the tray?” Taureen inquired, watching my reaction.

“For that one and most of them, yes. I put a heat light above the ones I could, since they like sunbathing so much, although I left a few without anything. Three of the alcoves in the tree branches have cooling pads.”

“I’m surprised that you managed to get all of this done in just a week,” Aeria commented, watching me dig a small hole in the sand to curl up in.

Soranto gestured to his wife and daughter. “It turned into a family project that we spent most of our free time on.”

“It was really fun,” Maria said with a smile, “although we only managed to get this room done. We haven’t done much to the rest of the house.”

“I can’t see you doing something this elaborate to every room,” Aeria commented.

Adeline replied, “No, this is where we spend most of our time. We will make some changes so the rest of the house matches the new theme and provides some perches and resting areas, but it won’t be as extensive.”

I wondered what their version of ‘not as extensive’ was. Adeline was someone who seemed to do something with her whole heart once she decided to do it, and I wasn’t sure if anything would limit her since Soranto and Maria were just as enthusiastic with the renovation project.

Taureen curiously asked, “What more do you plan to do?”

“Mostly just wall perches to match these,” Soranto replied, “although we plan to cut a few holes in the wall between the living room and the kitchen so Tessa can wander through the main areas as she pleases without worrying about the doors. We’re still trying to determine which center table we want.”

I was getting more and more excited, so much so that I couldn’t sit still. Getting to my feet, I flew over to the perches in front of the windows facing the backyard. Not much had changed out there, but some plants had disappeared, and other ones had replaced them. The new ones didn’t really fit into the cultured theme of the backyard, so I suspected that more changes would be coming.

A quick glance over my shoulder confirmed that the rest of my family was still exploring the trees along the walls. My head twisted more sharply when I saw Dirk walk behind some leaves and disappear. Turning around, I took to the air as I flew right over to where he had been.

It wasn’t until I landed on the branch that I saw the hidden tunnel behind the leaves and tree trunk. 

“What’s back there?” I asked Dirk as I tried to peer down the narrow tunnel.

“It leads to a room inside the tree trunk.” He also sent an image of a very dark – and very roomy – area as light trickled in through the tunnel he had just followed.

“Cool… I wonder how many more hiding places are in here.”

“This is the fourth one I’ve found so far.”

Backing up a bit, I looked around, trying to spot more potential hiding spots. I didn’t see a single one from here. Apparently, I was going to have to investigate every single branch if I wanted to locate all of the hiding spots. 

As I gazed around the rather big living room, I realized just what a large task that was going to be. At least Mom, Dad, and Dirk were helping, if only out of curiosity. I joined the exploration as the Kymari watched us in amusement.

As I flew past the slightly opened bathroom door, I landed on the ground and walked through the narrow gap to see if anything had changed. The lights turned on when I entered, and I flew up to hover in the middle of the bathroom.

There was now a proper wall sensor, as well as an additional shelf with a bowl of water and a drying towel. With my curiosity satisfied, I left the bathroom to see what else I could discover in the living room.

Adeline was just entering the door that led to the kitchen. Flying quickly, I managed to swoop in after her.

“Land here,” she said kindly, tapping the island counter. “This kitchen isn’t quite safe for you guys yet.”

I obediently landed on the slippery surface and folded my wings as I watched her in curiosity. This kitchen was larger than Taureen’s and had more appliances, some of which my Blood Memories couldn’t identify. 

Adeline gracefully pulled big dishes of food out of several different food preservation doors. Some steamed, while others didn’t. She set them on a large tray along with empty plates, cups, and cutlery. As she turned back to the counter I was sitting on, she offered me a sunburst berry.

I was delighted with the treat, and once I finished it, she held out her hand in front of me. “Step up.”

Being careful with my claws, I climbed onto her hand and wrist while partially unfurling my wings for balance. She raised me up to her shoulder, and I stepped off. The material under my feet was stiffer than I expected; I carefully scratched it and realized it was like the material on some of Aeria’s shirts. My claws wouldn’t pierce it.

Soranto came into the kitchen and picked up the heavier tray, leaving the lighter one for Adeline. With me still on her shoulder, all three of us left the kitchen.

I flew up to the trees as the Kymari settled down to enjoy their dinner. There were several bowls of fruit on the end tables, but I wasn’t hungry yet. I wanted to keep exploring.


Chapter 46

Tessa’s POV:

I yawned as Soranto and Aeria kept walking down the sidewalk. Simply wandering around the city was pretty boring. Even if Soranto hadn’t been familiar with most of the streets in this city, the last three weeks certainly would have rectified that.

We had even travelled to some of the other cities several times, just for a change of scene. Our practice runs in the training rooms ran smoothly, even the few times Soranto and I had gone in without Taureen or Aeria.

I couldn’t wait until I could go on an actual spaceship and actually check them for real crawlers or sicora, but that was still at least a month away. The Elders were remaining firm about us being at least six months old before we could go on a real patrol.

“When are you coming to the park?” Abby asked, interrupting my rambling thoughts. “You are usually here by now.”

“We are on our way. Taureen, Mom, and Dirk will probably get there before I do. Why are you so excited?” Abby almost never contacted me during my working shift. We weren’t that much later than usual.

“Uh, I’ll tell you when you get here. I’ll keep waiting, but it’s your fault if I fall asleep.”

Considering how excited she sounded, I doubted that she was going to fall asleep. Maybe the Ply-Ball players had arrived early and were holding a small competition or something. It was kind of fun watching them if they didn’t know we were spying on them. 

Time practically crawled by until we finally reached the park. As I halfway expected, Taureen was already here, although I was surprised to see Dirk trying to steal something out of Tran’s pockets as opposed to cuddling with Abby.

I’d seen them cuddling a few times now, and it wasn’t exactly a secret among the dragonets that they liked each other.

“I’m here!” I called out to Dirk as I flew closer. “Let’s go find Abby and Glen.”

He looked up and whistled a welcome before flying over to greet me. After spinning in a few circles, we flew towards the trees where Dad had already disappeared.

“Where are you?” I asked Abby, letting Dirk overhear my question.

“In the clearing with all the ferns.” She sent an image along just in case we were uncertain about where she was. Her voice was bland, with no underlying emotions – she must have been blocking them out of the mindlink.

“What’s up with Abby?” I asked Dirk privately.

“Maybe she will tell us when we get there.”

I gave him an odd look; the worry under his mindvoice and his evasion of the question meant that he knew exactly what was bugging her. If Abby didn’t tell us, I could try asking Glen later on. He always knew what was on his sister’s mind.

As we entered the clearing, Glen was watching his pacing sister in amusement. The moment she saw us, she flew towards Dirk.

“He agreed! He said yes!” 

Her excitement rang through her voice, leaving me thoroughly baffled as I was unintentionally excluded from the greeting. I banked around the green and blue dragonets as I landed beside Glen on a branch.

 I gave the silver dragonet a questioning look, but he merely shifted his gaze pointedly back to Abby and an equally excited Dirk. I watched their aerial celebration in awkward silence for a few overly long minutes before clearing my throat.

“Uh, can I ask who said yes to what?”

Somehow, Abby almost managed to freeze mid-air in embarrassment. Beside me, Glen tried to turn his snickering into coughing. I tilted my head, trying to figure out what I was missing.

Dirk landed on a branch across from us, and Abby followed, looking somewhat flustered.

When Abby didn’t start talking, Dirk began trying to explain, “Well, um, remember how I didn’t want to be alone, but I wanted to track crawlers?”

“Yes,” I replied slowly, wondering if my guess was lining up with whatever was actually going on.

“Dad gave me permission to join you guys as long as I think about it for a month!” Abby interrupted, suddenly finding her voice. 

“Wow! I thought you had to wait until your first birthday. How did you talk him into that?”

“I had to beg a lot, but he knows that I’ve been thinking about it for a couple of months now. In the end, he just wants me to be happy.”

“Of course,” Glen drawled, “Dad also knows that it will take her at least a few months to work up the courage to follow the Kymari when they get close to the streets.”

With a quick movement, Abby pulled an unripe fruit off the tree and threw it at her brother. He merely snickered as the hand-sized missile didn’t even come close to his silver scales.

“But at least he won’t object to her trying,” I interjected, trying to break up the looming race and wrestling match. “Are you planning on following Taureen and Aeria, or are you considering another Kymari?”

Abby replied, “For now, Taureen and Aeria since I’ll be able to talk with them while I try to get used to living in a house. Dirk and I are still discussing it, but we both like Tran.” 

“Tran is always so calm,” Dirk said. “I’ve started hanging around him a bit more lately as a subtle hint. I don’t plan on doing much until Abby is comfortable among the Kymari, though. We can go slowly. There isn’t any reason to rush things.”

She looked relieved, yet excited. “Just don’t tell the others. My Dad is telling Keegan and Tasha, but I don’t want the others to find out. Mia will become a pain in the rump the day she hears about it, and I would prefer to delay that as long as possible.”

“Consider my lips sealed,” I reassured her.

She looked at Dirk. “What do you want to do for the rest of the day?”

“Why don’t we go see if the Ply-Ball players have arrived yet, play with them for a while, wash up in the creek, and go hang around the Kymari?”

That sounded like a typical afternoon when most of the other fledglings were on the far side of the park. Considering I hadn’t seen or heard from anyone else yet, they probably weren’t nearby right now.

“Sure! Let’s go!” Abby said, promptly taking off, leaving the rest of us to catch up.

Luck was with us, and the Ply-Ball group was already practicing. Abby was much more at ease around them now, and she was just as daring as I was when it came to stealing the ball. Glen preferred to fly above and swoop in and steal it when they tried to pass it.

After an hour or so, Abby flopped down in the grass while panting. “Okay, I say we quit while we’re ahead.”

I was also out of breath. “Fine by me. The water is going to feel cold when I’m this warm, though.”

“If it’s too cold for you to walk into, then I can give you a push,” she offered, getting to her feet and slowly gliding towards the trees.

With a goodbye whistle to the players, I followed her. Dirk and Glen abandoned the ball when they saw us leaving. When we reached the creek, I made sure to stay well out of splashing range of the green dragonet as I slowly entered the cool water.

Abby didn’t even seem that interested in splashing me, and I kind of suspected that she was distracted by our upcoming visit to the Kymari. We normally visited them every day, but this was the first time she was going to do so when she knew she wanted to eventually follow us out of the park one day.

She asked, “What are you going to try and stick in Soranto’s pockets this time?”

“Nothing,” I replied before dipping my head under the water momentarily.

“Nothing? That isn’t like you. He’s going to feel unloved.”

I grinned at her. “Sometimes it is just nice to enjoy their company. Besides, he started threatening to replace his belt pouches with ones I can’t get into if I try to stick another caterpillar or grasshopper inside.”

“I thought he wasn’t aware we were intelligent?”

“That’s the beauty of it – he’s not.”

“When do you plan to tell him?”

“Mom made me promise to wait until he’s been my official handler for at least three months.”

“When does he officially become your handler?”

“I’m not sure. I think it’s when I completely move into his home, which won’t be for a while.”

“You’ll probably manage that before I leave the park. It’s scary and exciting – and the combination of those two emotions should not be allowed to exist.”

I snickered and rolled in the wet sand along the water’s edge, managing to get sand underneath my harness.

Walking out of the water, Abby shook the water from her scales. “The suspense is killing me. Let’s go visit the Kymari. I just need to find a halfway decent flower to stick in Tran’s armor.”

“Sure. By the time you find a flower, I should be able to get most of the sand out of my harness.”

She quickly flew off in search of a flower.


Chapter 47

Tessa’s POV:

Opening up Soranto’s belt pouch, I pretended to stick something inside before jumping onto his lap. He would probably be confused when he failed to find anything later on. He caressed my neck and back. It felt good and was almost as relaxing as a small massage. 

Abby and Dirk were perched precariously on the back of the bench as they did something to the armor on the back of Tran’s shoulder. Tran seemed perfectly content to let them do whatever they wanted, even though all of us knew he would likely end up taking off the shoulder section to get the joints working properly again. 

Dirk was ferrying an awful lot of pebbles to Abby as she carefully wedged each one into the worst spot possible. I idly wondered if Tran would ever invest in armor like Soranto’s, although I kind of doubted it. Soranto liked to tease back or foil our efforts, but Tran welcomed the pranks in quiet amusement.

“I heard your schedule is shifting to every second day, correct?” Taureen asked Soranto.

My ear tufts twitched as I resisted the urge to look up. Sometimes playing dumb was hard.

“Starting in five days, yes. From what I’ve heard, my side guards will be ready to join us around that time.”

“Drax and Sipar?”

“Yes. They don’t have any experience with bond animals or fire lizards, but they do have a lot of experience with crawlers and sicora. They just finished their additional training, so now we just need to get Tessa used to their presence.”

“That shouldn’t be too hard. I suspect you can try your first patrols without Aeria or me in a week or so. Just make sure that the tracker in her harness is linked with your wrist comm.”

“It’s already linked. I don’t think I will have any trouble, but you never know.”

They continued discussing what Soranto’s first solo patrol was going to be like. From what I overheard, it was just going to be walking around the streets to see if I would remain with him and not go looking for the people I was more familiar with or take off for the main park.

While the general idea was boring, it was still exciting because it was the next step. An outing without Taureen, Aeria, Mom, Dad, or Dirk! I would finally get to meet Soranto’s side guards as well. The names were strange, so I didn’t think that I had met them yet.

It wasn’t long before we left the park. Abby watched us go with longing eyes, but didn’t leave the trees. We all knew it would be a long time before she actually tried. In the meantime, she would be pestering us for every detail of our days and nights as she tried to learn as much as she possibly could.

As had become custom, Adeline and Maria joined us for dinner and visited most of the evening as well. If nothing else, my slow bonding with Soranto was turning the two families into very close friends.

As they were getting ready to leave, Taureen asked Soranto, “Do you have everything you need at your place? I think today might be a good day to see if Tessa will go home with you.”

Dirk and I glanced at Taureen in shock, although Mom and Dad didn’t seem surprised. Mom looked irritated, but didn’t even growl.

“You think so?” Soranto asked. “Everything is set up, and I have all of the supplies as well as several kinds of fruit on hand.”

“Try taking her home and see how she does.”

Excitement began to shine in Soranto’s eyes. “Let’s see how far I get. If she starts crying too much, I could be bringing her back.”

“Just remember to record her singing in the morning.”

Soranto nodded as he reached for my harness on the wall. “Tessa, want to come with me?”

Playing dumb and hiding my sudden nerves, I tilted my head before flying over. He put my harness on and lifted me to his shoulder. Maria was smiling widely as we exited the house. I looked back as the door closed, feeling kind of strange to be out here when I had never been outside without Taureen or Aeria nearby.

It made me feel slightly jittery, although the feeling reminded me of the first times I went with Abby or Glen in the main park without Mom or Dad nearby. 

Soranto saw me glancing back uneasily and stroked my neck reassuringly. “Easy. You’re okay. We’ll see them tomorrow morning.”

That was easy for him to say. He didn’t have a big surprise just dropped on him. Well, he actually did since Taureen suggested it.

“Mom, did you know this was going to happen?”

“I knew it was going to happen this week, although not the exact day.”

“Why didn’t you tell me?” I tried to keep the pain and accusation out of my voice.

“I don’t like surprises anymore than you do,” she replied tiredly, sorrow leaking through her voice. “Soranto isn’t aware that he can just explain things to you, so this was your first brush with him doing things you don’t know about or understand.”

I winced slightly; we had talked about this weeks ago. It was one thing to know about it in theory, but quite another to have it sprung onto you. I should have expected it.

I took a deep breath and tried to relax. The mindlink was still there, so I could talk to Mom, Dad, and Dirk like usual – I just couldn’t see them. The three Kymari with me were among those I trusted the most, and we were going to a house that I was now very familiar with. The only difference was that I would be sleeping somewhere else.

After a few minutes, my initial unease faded and the walk began to remind me a lot of our usual practice walks. Soranto and Adeline were relaxed, although they were subtly keeping a close eye on me.

It was still a relief when their house finally came into sight. We went inside, and Soranto took off my harness – which felt kind of strange since it only ever came off in Taureen’s home. He hung it on a small branch near the door.

“There you go. Go on.”

I flew over to the heat lamp, hoping that the warmth would help ease my few lingering nerves. As I curled up underneath the warmest section, I watched the three Kymari settle into their usual chairs. Soranto pulled a laptop out of the new center table, while Adeline was sketching something on a pad of paper. Maria began reading the Kymari version of a book.

Other than Soranto’s occasional glance over, none of them looked at me. Yet, I knew they were watching me in their peripheral vision. If I wanted to go where they couldn’t see me, there were plenty of options. I knew where each hiding place was, but I appreciated their company. It was keeping the looming loneliness at bay.

The intense heat did wonders, turning my muscles into mush as it began to push me into a sunbathing trance. I had never rested under this section of the heat lamp before, nor had I ever encountered one that emitted so much warmth. It was beginning to get too hot.

After a big stretch to get my muscles working properly, I glided over to Adeline. I kind of wanted some comfort or reassurance, and she seemed like a good place to start since she was a mother who deeply loved her own child.

I curled up on her lap, and she began gently petting me with one hand as she examined some elaborate detailed sketch in the other. It kind of reminded me of the old human blueprints of buildings, although hers seemed more angled towards the layout of rooms and how the light would fall when entering the windows.

The contact was close to cuddling, and it was more comforting than the heat had been. I didn’t really feel like playing, although I could feel boredom creeping in now that I had finally managed to relax. My mind never seemed to give me peace.

I stretched my neck out as I grabbed her pencil in my teeth. At least, I was assuming it was a pencil from how Aeria could erase the marks it left. It had a soft spongy coating, but there was something very hard under the surface layer.

I dropped it by my hands and flipped it around a few times. With a sly glance up at Adeline, I grabbed the pencil and quickly flew over to Soranto with it. Banking over his head, I dropped the pencil.

My jaw dropped as he managed to catch it without even looking up. How did he know it was there? I pulled into a hover as I stared in disbelief for a few moments. I had to see if this was repeatable…

I quickly looked around the room and promptly saw just how few items in the room I could actually pick up. They had dragonet-proofed their home more than I had originally realized. It took a bit of work, but I managed to get into Adeline’s pencil case and find a few more pencils.

Grabbing one, I flew back over Soranto and dropped it while watching closely. This time, I saw how he was doing it – he was watching the faint reflection in the screen of his laptop.

Swooping down, I landed on his shoulder pad. I peered at the computer screen before turning my head to chirp at him. He looked at me with a smile.

“What are you up to? Are you hungry?”

My ear tufts perked up. I wasn’t particularly hungry, but I was curious to find out what goodies were hidden in the kitchen. Putting his computer to the side, he got up and went into the kitchen.

The side wall inside the kitchen now had tree branches along it, much like the other side. Higher up, the gaps between some of the branches were actually openings that led into the living room, which gave it a neat three-dimensional look. Some were even big enough for me to fly through.

Soranto pulled out a bowl of fruit before walking back. I leaned over to get a better look and was somewhat disappointed to see that the contents were almost exactly the same as what Taureen left out for midnight snacks. They were all things that didn’t go bad even if left at room temperature for several hours.

Still, a snack was a snack, and none of the pieces were the sour types. Soranto sat down and picked up a piece before offering it to me. I ate it and several more before losing interest in the fruit.

Adeline murmured something to Maria about it being time for bed before both of them left the room. I watched them go before glancing towards the window. The sun hadn’t completely set yet, so there was still some time before Soranto and Adeline would head to their bedroom. Maria must go to bed earlier.

Soranto hesitated for a moment, then picked me up. I blinked in surprise as he curled me up against his chest and very lightly rested his chin on my wings. It was almost exactly like how I had seen Taureen hold Mom.

I could feel his slow heartbeat through his skin, and his steady breathing was peaceful and calming. It felt so right, like I was loved and cherished. The feeling was a welcome one right now. Reaching up, I nuzzled my head against his cheek as I hummed contentedly.

We remained like that for a while. When Adeline came back, Soranto set me in his lap and gently petted me. She quietly sat in the chair, watching us with a soft expression.

Soranto spoke softly, “I didn’t realize how attached I must have become over the last few months. The bond is strengthening faster than I had anticipated. Even now, I am having a hard time seeing her as an animal and not just part of the family.”

Adeline nodded slightly. “I noticed that as well, although her youthful charm might be part of it. I’m trying to hold back so she primarily bonds with you, but I’ll admit it was hard to do so on some of those occasions.”

They were both silent for a few minutes, lost in thought.

“I have a feeling that she is going to transition here faster than we originally planned,” Adeline said thoughtfully. “She likes the attention, and she doesn’t have to compete with three other fire lizards for it when she’s here.”

Soranto seemed oddly serious. “I believe you are correct. She may have been a bit of out sorts earlier, but it didn’t last long. I guess we’ll have to see how she does and go from there.”

I rested my chin on Soranto’s leg as I listened to them discuss the additional changes they wanted to make to the backyard. The fence and netting were already in place, although the access flap wasn’t installed yet. 

I would be able to fly outside for the Morning Song tomorrow. I had never flown alone before, although I knew that Mom had done so many times until Dad moved in. My turn to try it would come tomorrow.

With a big yawn, I looked around the room, trying to figure out which warm place would be the best one to sleep in. The heat lamp was the most familiar, but I kind of wanted something a bit more enclosed and protected.

The room lights had slowly dimmed as the night progressed, so the dim red illumination highlighted the presence of the warm nooks and nests among the branches. Getting to my feet, I sleepily flew up to one of the higher ones.

This one practically doubled as a hiding place. Unless I raised my head, it wasn’t possible to see me once I curled up inside. As I had recalled, this one was a comfortable temperature. There was some sort of soft material lining the floor, but it was still a poor substitute for sand. I made a mental note to somehow carry some up into this cubby once they went to bed. 

I rested my head where I could peek between the leaves along the edge of the almost entirely enclosed space. It took longer than I anticipated, but Soranto and Adeline eventually left the room, dimming the lights further they left.

The room was almost completely dark now, and the faint illumination around the heated and cooled areas faded to almost nothing. Getting to my feet, I slipped out of my newfound sleeping place. Being as quiet as I could, I dragged all of the lining out and bundled it up in my hands before flying over to the sandstone shelf.

I filled the fabric with as much sand as I thought I could carry and flew back up to my room. It took several trips, but I had a nice soft bed of sand to sleep on. After a bit of thought, I carried the lining up to a hiding place near the ceiling in case I needed it in the future.

The stars caught my attention. Now that the room lights were off, the three large windows in the ceiling gave a fantastic view of the night sky. A couple of the branches actually extended along the ceiling and under the glass, so I flew up and landed on one for a better view of the stars.

I gazed at them, marvelling at their beauty. After a while, my yawns became more and more frequent, so I visited the bathroom before going to my sleeping place.

Focusing on Mom and Dad, I quietly murmured, “Good night.”

“Good night,” they both responded. As groggy as their voices were, they had likely been asleep, which was probably a good idea. I was surprised that they hadn’t spoken to me earlier, although they might have been waiting for me to start the conversation since I could have been busy.

I curled up on the warm sand and got comfortable before closing my eyes.


Chapter 48

Tessa’s POV:

I blinked drowsily as the lights in the main room slowly brightened. It was still fairly dark in my sleeping place, although the change in lighting had woken me. It took me a second or two to remember exactly where I was.

I had slept really hard. This little hollow made me feel more secure than just being on a table top, and I hadn’t woken up during the night even once, which was unusual. Getting up seemed like too much work so I pushed my head between two of the leaves that stuck up to form a wall. Soranto noticed me right away.

 “Good morning.” 

His voice was far too cheerful and animated for this time of the morning. Now I knew what Dirk felt like when I greeted him in the morning. I gave a sleepy whistle before pulling my head back inside to try and wake up at a more leisurely pace.

It wasn’t too long before I woke up enough to ease out of the opening and stand on the branch in front. I stretched my wings and back as I looked around. I could hear Adeline and Soranto talking in the kitchen, so I knew she was awake as well.

The sky was starting to get lighter, but it wasn’t quite time for the Morning Song yet. The faint trickle of water made me lick my lips and glide over to the sandstone shelf to get a drink from the water bowl. The water was just as good as it always was. Mom had managed to talk Taureen into installing a nearly identical water freshening system for our water bowl at home, so we got to drink similar water there as well.

I quickly went into the bathroom and nudged the door mostly closed, hoping that no one would enter while I was inside. Luck was with me, and I managed to do my business, wash my hands, and leave the bathroom before anyone entered the living room.

I sprawled out under the middle of the heat lamp, still not fully awake. As I scratched my ear tuft, I decided to see if Mom and Dad were awake, although I knew they probably were.

“Good morning,” I called out to them.

Mom immediately replied, “Good morning. How was your sleepover?”

“It was nice. I slept in one of the heated branch nooks. It was really cozy once I put some sand in it. I had an even better sleep than I did in the back room.”

“That’s good. Anything interesting happen yet?”

“Not really. I just got up. I cuddled with Soranto before bed, though.”

“Soranto will be bringing you back on his way to work, so we will get to see each other soon.”

“Okay, see you later!”

I stretched my arms out and flexed my claws deep into the sand. What should I do while waiting for the sun to rise? The way my nails slid through the sand with little resistance made me wonder just how deep this sand tray was.

Moving to a cooler section of the sand, I began digging, making sure that the sand remained on the shelf. And I dug and dug deeper. How deep was this thing? At this rate, I was going to fall out from the underside of the shelf…

Right before I thought I was bending the rules of physics, I found the bottom. It must have been resting on the bottom edge of the shelf to go down so far. The hole I had dug was probably half as deep as I was tall. That gave me a different idea, though.

With a quick glance at the open kitchen door, I began shifting the sand around again. A few minutes later, I exhaled and rested my chin on the sand as I waited for someone to enter the room.

Not long after, Soranto entered the room and paused when he caught sight of just my head and half of my neck sticking out of the sand. The sand around me was pretty flat too, with no discernable hump to indicate exactly where my body was.

“Well, that’s a new one…” Soranto commented before shaking his head and wandering over.

“What did she do?” Adeline asked as she appeared in the doorway. “Oh. I don’t recall seeing any mention of the fire lizards burying themselves.”

“Nor do I.” 

Soranto tilted his head as he examined my handiwork. I lifted my head and trilled innocently at him. 

He tapped his wrist comm a few times. “Taureen, have you ever seen the fire lizards bury themselves in sand?”

“No. Why?” Taureen’s voice sounded like he knew the answer just because of the question, but was asking anyway.

Soranto did something else with his wrist comm. “I just sent you a picture.”

Taureen was silent for a while. “I have never seen that before, but it never occurred to me to have a sand tray deep enough for them to actually bury themselves. The most they have ever done was dig out a bit of a hollow, and they never reached the bottom of the tray on those occasions. Did she sleep like that?”

“No, she slept in one of the nests higher up. She did this just a few minutes ago.”

“Did you take a video of it?”

“Unfortunately not. She did it while I was preparing her breakfast in the kitchen.”

“I’m curious to see if she makes it a habit.”

The way the sand surrounded me was nice and warm, but I doubted that I would do it often. I had sand in places that sand probably shouldn’t be.

Soranto glanced out the window before going to sit down. The brightening sky also had my attention, although there was still some time until the song started. I remained where I was until I decided to get up. It was really hard to move your legs or shift your tail when they were buried in sand.

Standing up wasn’t too hard, although sand cascaded down my scales as I stepped out of the dip that had appeared beneath me. Bracing my feet, I shook as hard as I could to get the remaining grains of sand out from under the edges of my scales.

I glided in front of the windows before landing on the ground beside the back door. I bunted it with my head before looking back at Soranto, who was already getting up to open it for me. When the door opened, I darted through and flew over to the smooth tree stump that had appeared in the middle of the backyard last week.

Soranto’s backyard was about three times the size of Taureen’s. The netting was also different. The two trees which had previously blocked my view of the eastern horizon had been removed. Other than a few other plants being swapped out, not much else had changed yet.

I gazed towards where the sun was just beginning to peek over the horizon. The faint call was beginning to stir as it always did, which was reassuring. The sound of the door opening and closing again made me look back. Adeline and Maria had come outside and were sitting together as they watched me. Soranto had a video recorder in his hands, as per Taureen’s request.

It only reminded me about how different this song might be. It almost made me nervous, but the sun’s call was already strengthening. My eyes went back to the rising sun.

The light shimmered, and I took flight. My fears and reservations had all been for naught – the joy that the Song brought was the same. This time, the dance was simpler since I didn’t have to evade other fliers.

It was strange to just hear my voice; yet, I didn’t mind it. It meant that more people could hear it, which was strange considering how much I had previously enjoyed the flock’s mass event. Either way was good – they were just different.

It was another cloudless morning, so I had my work cut out for me as I tried to show the subtle beauty of it through my dance and song. I was also the only dragonet here, which made it more difficult, but more worthwhile in the end.

As I swooped and swirled around in a small section of the air, the sun glinted off my scales and highlighted my efforts. My voice rose and fell in a sweet melody that seemed simple at first, but the more one listened, the more complex it seemed to become.

The beauty of the Morning Song couldn’t be missed, but its depth depended on how much the listeners watched and paid attention. Joy and happiness made every musical note glow, while every shift of our scales and wings emphasized the promise of hope that each new day brought. 

And the dragonets got the privilege of showing it to the world.

The call faded as the sun rose higher into the sky and shed its light and warmth on anyone its rays touched. I glided down to land on the stump again, watching the sun climb above the horizon.

My stomach gurgled as it reminded me that it hadn’t eaten anything since last night. With food now on my mind, I turned and flew back to my audience.

“She acted just like the wild ones we watched,” Maria exclaimed, clearly thrilled with the display she had just seen.

I landed on Soranto’s outstretched hand, glad that he was always wearing his wrist guards lately. Leaning forward, I touched my nose to his before pulling back. My gaze moved to the bowl of fruit as I pointedly stared at it.

He took the not-so-subtle hint and offered me a piece. To my glee, a quarter of the bowl seemed to be cantaloupe. I ate each offered piece until I was stuffed. When I turned away from the next piece, Soranto picked up the cleaning kit from the table beside him.

I hopped down onto his lap and laid down. He was going to have his work cut out for him this morning since I could still feel sand between some of my scales. If there had been a pond here, I would have quickly rinsed myself off first.

Soranto began slowly cleaning my scales, taking care around the edges to get all of the grit out. My eyes closed as I relaxed. It felt good to have the sand come out. Almost as good as when Taureen had cleaned the remnants of the mud off. 

“I think I’m going to have to refill the sand tray. I can’t believe how much sand is coming out from between her scales.”

I barely managed to turn my laugh into a sneeze. My chest actually ached as I tried to contain my laughter. It hadn’t occurred to me that the hardest part of keeping my secret would be to avoid laughing at him. 

Cleaning took much longer than usual, although he took his time as he oiled all of my tiny scarlet scales with meticulous care.

My eyes fluttered open as I realized that I had fallen asleep. There was no need for me to move, though, which was a rare luxury. Soranto seemed content to sit and pet me. Adeline and Maria were no longer outside.

I stretched out my wings and folded them before rolling onto my back. I grabbed Soranto’s fingers and gently nibbled on them. With a smirk, he moved his hand closer and brushed his fingers against my belly.

It was ticklish, and I squeaked as I swatted the offending finger with one hand. My reaction amused him, and he did it again. This time, I grabbed onto the leather of his wrist guard where I didn’t have to worry about my claws and pulled myself up.

I wrapped myself around his wrist as I reached over to grab his thumb lightly with my teeth. He twisted his arm upside down so I was right side up. With his other hand, he tickled what he could reach of my belly.

I squeaked and squawked each time he managed to tickle me, although it didn’t have any effect on the outcome. I kept catching each guilty finger, although even I could tell that he was letting me catch them. Not that it stopped him.

My tail wrapped around his left wrist in a futile attempt to push his hand down. At least I didn’t have to worry about inadvertently pressing buttons on his wrist comm. Like the majority of Kymari technology, it only responded to their touch. 

Feeling a bit breathless, I dropped down to his lap. With a chuckle, he picked me up and cradled me against his chest as he carried me inside. He set me down on the warm sand on one of the end tables and went to pick up my harness by the door.

“Tessa, get ready to go.”

At the familiar command, I quickly went to the bathroom and got a drink before flying over to land on the end table beside where he now sat. He put my harness on and coaxed me onto his glove before standing up.

One of the side doors opened up as Adeline came out. I quietly whistled a greeting, which made her smile as she came over. The door closed behind her; I had never managed to sneak into that room, although I knew it held Soranto’s workshop. Supposedly, it had been reorganized to free up room for his armor and weapons. I hadn’t been aware that Adeline did things in there as well.

Adeline brushed her fingers along my back before embracing her husband. Soranto held me away from their embrace as he returned the hug with his free hand. I averted my eyes, somewhat uncomfortable with the display of emotion. It wasn’t something I usually saw among the Kymari.

They parted, and Adeline asked, “I assume you’re dropping her off with Taureen before taking a shuttle to the city of Civus?”

“Yes, one of the warship’s control panels is still giving the crew strange errors, and I’m apparently the only person on this planet who can fix both the hardware and the software on an energy-core battleship.”

“They rarely come this far from the borders. The specialty battleships usually have everything they need for repairs or the ability to make it. Our space ports probably weren’t aware that they needed to stock them.”

“They are certain it’s software related, and their primary technician remained with another ship along the border.”

“Let me know if you’ll be late coming back.”

“I will. Maria is still going with her friend after school, correct?”

“Yes, and I will pick her up on my way home.”

Soranto nodded before calling out, “Maria, if you want to say goodbye to Tessa, we are about to leave.”

“Coming!” Maria quickly came out of her room and stroked my back when she reached us. “Have fun, Tessa. I hope you’ll come back tomorrow night!”

With our goodbyes all said, Soranto transferred me onto his shoulder and left the house. A shuttle was waiting along the road, and we got into it. I gazed out of the window, although it didn’t take long before I knew we were going to Taureen’s house.

My ear tufts perked up as the shuttle door opened, and we approached the house. I partially opened my wings, but remained on Soranto’s shoulder. When he rang the doorbell, Taureen’s voice invited him in.

Soranto opened the door and went inside, pausing just long enough to tell me, “Go on.”

I launched off his shoulder as I headed for the living room. “I’m back! Did you miss me?”

Dirk yawned from beneath the heat lamp. “I missed that peace and quiet. Does that count?”

Mom whacked him with her wing. “Yes, we all missed you.”

Soranto entered the room and told Taureen. “It went much better than I had anticipated. I’ll swing by the park to talk later this afternoon, if I’m not delayed. I have to see if I can fix an energy-core battleship in Civus.”

“I’ll be in the usual place.”

Soranto nodded and looked at me as I nuzzled Mom beneath the heat lamp. “I’ll see you later, Tessa.”

I tilted my head and whistled at him. With a parting smile, he turned and left the room. The sound of the door opening and closing seemed far too loud. It felt kind of strange for him to leave.

I shook myself off, dismissing the weird feeling, and promptly jumped on Dirk before fleeing into the air. With an indignant squawk, he took off after me.


Chapter 49

Tessa’s POV:

The rest of the day seemed far too long as I rode around on Aeria’s shoulder. I was really looking forward to the day I could go on real patrols instead of just these training ones. It was a relief to see the main park in the distance.

When we reached the meadow where the handlers usually hung out, I was delighted to see Taureen and Soranto already there. Tran and Vick were talking with two other male Kymari.

I flew over to greet Soranto and landed on his shoulder pad as I chattered at him.

He chuckled and reached up to scratch my chin. “Hello to you, too.”

Aeria nodded at the two strangers. “Drae and Sipar. Nice to see you. Am I safe in assuming that you are going to start joining our training sessions and outings from now on?”

One of the Kymari replied, “Yes. I hope you don’t mind. We thought it was better for the fire lizards to get used to us before the real patrols begin.”

“That’s a good plan, Sipar,” Aeria replied. “We don’t mind. Dirk and Tessa are fairly outgoing, although it may be a while before any of the others approach you.”

With an amused smile, he replied, “We brought bribery in the form of various fruits that aren’t in season here.”

The other guard remained silent, merely listening as Aeria and Sipar continued talking about ways to reassure the wild ones if they showed up for a treat from the handlers. He looked oddly familiar, although I was having a hard time remembering where I might have seen him.

His silence wasn’t giving me any hints either. Then it clicked. My eyes went wide as I realized that Drae was the same silent Kymari I had dropped so many leaves and twigs near in an attempt to get him to talk! He was one of Soranto’s new side guards? How? 

Mom’s voice interrupted my dumbfounded thoughts.

“Tessa? Could you please come here?” She included a mental image of a sandy beach beside the creek.

Shaking my head to refocus, I left Soranto to go to Mom. “Coming!”

It took me nearly ten minutes to get to the distant location even though I was flying fairly quickly. My wingbeats paused momentarily when I saw Mom, Dad, Drake, Charlotte, Dirk, Abby, and Glen all present. 

“What’s going on?” I asked as I landed beside them.

Abby excitedly replied, “They are going to teach us to breathe fire!”

“Well,” Drake clarified, “we are going to try. You and Dirk may still be too young, although Abby and Glen should be able to figure it out with a bit of practice.”

I trotted over quickly. “Really? Awesome!”

Drake sat down. “It isn’t easy to explain, but I’ll try. Your throat normally secretes a flammable mucus, and the gases from it are present in every breath you breathe. There is a small gland at the top of your throat that can release a second chemical. Learning to release it is the hard part. Once they mix, these two chemicals will ignite as soon as they reach air with higher levels of oxygen. When learning, it is easier if you inhale slowly.”

“What about fireballs?” Dirk asked.

“Those are actually balls of the mucus that are basically coughed out. They brush against the gland in your throat as they go by. The two chemicals create a fair bit of pressure, so you don’t even have to exhale hard to propel it forward. If you inhale while using the second gland, the pressure builds very quickly.”

I wrinkled my nose at the description. Fireballs didn’t sound like they were fun to make.

Dad inhaled slowly and turned his head sideways before exhaling harder than normal. A long stream of fire blazed from his jaws. When the flame disappeared, he turned his head back to us as he joined the lesson.

“Closing your jaws will stop the fire. It is also advisable to breathe in through your nose right after breathing fire. If you breathe in through your mouth with active flame, fire can sear your lungs. Our lungs aren’t nearly as fireproof as our scales are, and it is quite painful.”

I tilted my head in confusion. If it was just as simple as breathing out, then we would have figured out how to do it a long time ago. 

“How do we make that second gland work?” I asked.

“It’s hard to explain, but once you get the knack of it, it’s fairly easy,” Drake replied. “Let me share it with you.”

He closed his eyes and took a deep breath. As he held it, he sent us a sensation of a tightening throat followed by a faint and unpleasant oily aftertaste at the back of his mouth, as if something was trying to drip down his throat. Heat and pressure quickly built up as he lifted his head to breathe a plume of flame into the air.

The memory of the oily musk made me shudder lightly, even though it wasn’t my throat that was feeling that. Glen began inhaling slowly, eager to try it.

“Make sure you face away from us,” Drake gently cautioned him.

Glen obliged and exhaled hard – with no flames. I exchanged a look with Dirk, both of us realizing this wasn’t going to be as fun to learn as we had imagined. With a quiet sigh, he began filling his lungs with air. 

We had previously been excited about the thought of learning to breathe fire, but this could very easily become quite tedious. Dutifully, I inhaled while trying to squeeze my throat and make this mysterious gland release the needed chemicals.

It didn’t quite feel like what Drake had shared, so I wasn’t too surprised when I exhaled without any fire. Abby, Dirk, Glen, and I continued trying.

When my throat grew sore, I stopped for a rest and laid down on the sand. It was kind of disappointing that none of us had managed so much as a flicker of fire. Most fledglings didn’t start trying to learn this skill until they were about six months old, so Dirk and I likely weren’t going to be able to achieve this for a few weeks yet. Considering the lack of success Abby and Glen were having, it might even take a few more months. 

Suddenly, a short burst of flame erupted in front of Abby. She practically fell backwards in shock as the fire vanished. She began coughing hard, in a way that sounded almost painful.

“Goodness, I didn’t expect it to feel like that…” Abby mumbled.

“Like what?” Glen inquired as he nudged his still-coughing sister with his nose comfortingly.

“It was like it wanted to burst out of my mouth. It was very… explosive. I think I will wait a bit before trying again.”

“It does get easier,” Drake reassured her, “but take your time. The first few times are the hardest.”

Furrowing my eyebrows, I turned to the Blood Memories. It had been a while since I had dug deep into them, and I could tell that I was out of practice. Images of fireballs and plumes of flame appeared in my mind, as well as the theory behind how to control their heat, size, and duration.

I reached further down, straining to find any scrap of information or details I could possibly locate. Few succeeded at our age. It was kind of surprising that Abby had managed it during her first practice. Why was Mom trying to teach us already? Was it because I had spent the night at Soranto’s home?

Opening my eyes, I lifted my head and slowly inhaled once more. Constricting my throat, I attempted to exhale sharply. The result wasn’t a spectacular plume of flame, but a monumental belch that smelled so bad it was almost visible.

Flopping down on the ground, I covered my face and muttered, “That’s it. I quit for the day.”

Mom was plainly trying to keep from laughing, although her mindvoice still shone with amusement. “Good try. We can practice again later on, but always make sure you practice on sand or over the water.”

Dirk wrinkled his nose. “You might also want to do that downwind of anything with a sense of smell.”

I growled wordlessly at him as I got to my feet and took to the air in search of peace, quiet, and clean air. My flight had no real destination. The Ply-Ball players were absent today, and my throat was sore enough that I didn’t feel like eating or breathing hard.

I landed by the creek for a quick drink, hoping to ease my throat. The water helped, but it still didn’t help me figure out what I wanted to do now. I had been listening to the general mindlink and knew that there weren’t many dragonets in the area. Or if there were, they weren’t talking and were likely napping.

My mind wandered back to Soranto, and I wondered if he was still visiting with Taureen and Aeria. I hadn’t seen him most of the day, and I kind of missed him.

Opening my wings once more, I took to the air and flew towards where the Kymari handlers usually waited for us. To my relief, Soranto was still there. So were his guards. I wasn’t too sure what to make of his silent sidekick, although Sipar seemed talkative enough and was currently talking with Vick and Tran.

I landed on Soranto’s shoulder and nuzzled his chin with a light hum. He leaned his head a bit closer, although his hum was much deeper. I grinned in amusement at his attempt – it had very little in common with my humming.

Tilting my head, I took a better look at the two guards, who were watching me with equal curiosity. I shifted my gaze to Soranto and trilled a question before gazing back at his side guards. With a faint snort and a shake of my head, I dismissed their presence for the moment. I would likely be seeing a lot of them in the days to come.

After relaxing on Soranto’s shoulder for a while longer, I went to go see how Abby and Glen were doing.

Abby had managed to breathe fire one more time before quitting, although Glen wasn’t having any more success than Dirk was. I wasn’t about to try again today. It might be easier on my throat if I only tried once or twice a day. I would just have to pick the location carefully. It was time for us to leave the park anyway.

The rest of the afternoon and evening passed by like it normally did. 

When Soranto left the house for the evening, he took me with him for my third sleepover.
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I yawned as the light in the tree alcove grew brighter. If this third sleepover was anything like my previous two, Soranto was probably the first person awake. I stuck my head through the leaves to double-check.

“Good morning,” he greeted me cheerfully.

With a quiet whistle, I pulled my head back inside. I was glad that I had managed to pull a few leaves off some other branches and add them to my sleeping place to block out the light from the room in the morning. I wasn’t always the most graceful early riser and preferred to wake up slowly.

After a while, I got up and lounged under the heat lamp. I hadn’t buried myself a second time, somewhat to Soranto’s disappointment. There was now an access flap so I could go into the backyard at any time. The backyard itself was changing little by little. Each time I came, it looked a little bit wilder.

I went outside to greet the sun. Singing alone no longer bothered me, and I easily got lost in the Song. Soranto and his family always came out to watch. As usual, it was a joyous occasion that made getting up so early completely worthwhile.

After the Morning Song, I had my breakfast and got my scales cleaned and polished. Soranto served the better breakfasts – and there was always cantaloupe somewhere in the bowl.

It was almost too soon before Adeline and Maria were saying goodbye as Soranto took me back to Taureen. He wasn’t wearing his armor, and I knew today wasn’t a day that Soranto was going to accompany us, since he had been with us yesterday.

As always, I was excited to see Mom, Dad, and Dirk again. Soranto didn’t stay long, leaving so he could get to work on time. I lounged under the crowded heat lamp with the rest of my family. Soranto had given Taureen a larger heat lamp, but it was still crowded with four dragonets under it. There wasn’t quite enough room for us to spread our wings.

Taureen’s wrist comm beeped, and he checked it. 

“This could be interesting,” Taureen said, reading whatever was on his wrist comm.

“What is it?” Mom asked.

“Chiaben city wants us to check their cargo storage area. They think a crawler might have gotten into one of the cargo bins.”

“Can we go?” I asked eagerly, sitting up at the thought of actually getting to join a real patrol.

At the same time, Dad inquired, “How did it get past the inspecting dragonet?”

“We are all going since it’s in a city and not on a spaceship,” Taureen said. “It turns out that a passenger transport brought far more cargo than usual. The docking station crew unloaded it before they realized it hadn’t been inspected. Everything is locked up in a quarantined warehouse until a fire lizard checks it out.”

“Cool!” Dirk exclaimed, fanning his wings. “I can’t wait to go!”

Even Mom and Dad were looking more alert. I wondered if they were getting tired of all of the training when they already knew everything. 

“I’m arranging for a shuttle to pick us up, so you might as well get ready. It’s going to be the longest shuttle ride any of you have been on yet.”

He didn’t have to tell any of us twice. We rushed to get ready while Taureen and Aeria went to get their armor on and collect their weapons. 

It didn’t take them long to return, although all four of us were already lined up on a perch beside the harnesses by then.

“I haven’t seen you this excited in quite a while,” Aeria commented in amusement as she picked up Dad’s harness.

“I’m getting tired of tracking dead things,” Dad replied as he unfolded his wings so she could get his harness on easier.

“Soranto will be doing a solo patrol tomorrow,” Aeria said, “so either you or Tasha can spend a day inspecting spaceships.”

“Who do they have tentatively scheduled?”

“Us, supposedly in case Tasha’s motherly instincts act up since that will be her first day without either Tessa or Dirk with her.”

Mom snorted and jumped up to Taureen’s shoulder pad as he finished putting her harness on. “They are overreacting.”

Taureen chuckled as he clipped my harness on, telling her, “If I recall correctly, you were the one who didn’t let anyone else in the house for three days when these two hatched.”

She snorted again and briskly rearranged her wings without replying, pointedly ignoring his comment. 

Taureen had to lengthen the straps on my harness, which was becoming an uncommon occurrence as my growth slowed down. Once he finished, he offered me his wrist and I climbed on so he could lift me to his shoulder. 

Tran, Vick, Sadria, and Rhay were waiting outside for us. For once, we had to wait a couple of minutes for the shuttle. This was one of the slightly more streamlined types that went between cities. As the shuttle took off, I crossed over to Taureen’s other shoulder and stood beside Mom as we both gazed out the window. Trees and grass blurred below as we left the city behind and continued gaining altitude.

This was one of the longest rides I had been on. Mom yawned as she laid down, still idly gazing out the window. I kind of wanted to ask Taureen if we were at least halfway there, but there was no way for him to reply with the guards present. With a heavy sigh, I also laid down. It wasn’t as if knowing would change our arrival time.

There were a lot of forests and meadows down there, although I did occasionally see a city in the distance. Each one had a tall wall protecting it and its citizens from the dangerous animals that lurked in the trees. This was more boring than walking around the streets.

I blinked as the green was replaced by blue. Lots and lots of blue. Even Mom lifted her head as she examined the ocean. The endless expanse of water was even more boring than the trees and grass had been. The Kymari talked among themselves, but the topics were about far away places and the discussion didn’t interest me. We were occasionally offered water and fruit during our trip.

After what felt like nearly an hour, the sea was replaced with golden grass. The ground started getting closer, and I could see a few other shuttles as well, so we must have been getting closer to our destination.

I sat up as we approached a city. Now that we were closer, I could see the trees were very different than what I was familiar with.

“Do you know where we are?” I asked Mom.

“No,” she replied, “although this kind of reminds me of Africa.”

Now that she mentioned it, it seemed a lot like what we had seen in the Aralias Gardens. The shuttle landed inside the city, where several Kymari looked like they were waiting for us.

The door opened, and I wrinkled my nose at the hot, dry air. 

One of the waiting Kymari greeted us, “Taureen, Aeria, thank you for coming on such short notice.”

“It is only right to help each other,” Taureen replied. “Any Port Master is able to call upon us.”

“Do your companions need anything before we get started?” he asked, glancing at us.

“Other than stopping by the bathrooms in case they have to go, we are ready.”

He nodded and gestured towards a large building to the side. “This way, please.” 

All of us entered the large building. The air was cooler in here, but just as dry.

Taureen paused by a door and pushed it halfway open before looking at us. “Do you have to go? Bathroom break?”

When none of us showed any interest, he let the door close and kept walking. The guards were used to the question since it was one we were asked several times a day. The other Kymari didn’t look surprised either.

We passed through a doorway and entered a very big hallway. I gazed upwards at the high ceiling. The shuttle that had brought us here probably could have fit in here quite easily.

“We have the crates locked up in a quarantine area,” The Port Master began saying. “We checked the surveillance; there is no chance of a crawler getting loose between the ship and the loading bay, but there might be one inside of a crate.”

“Is there a reason for us to think that there is one around?” Taureen asked. “Or is this just a precaution?”

“Two were found at the originating port shortly after the shuttle arrived here. So, this is more of a security check.”

“Either way, we are happy to assist.”

They fell silent as they kept walking. The Port Master moved towards a large bay door and entered something into a keypad.

He looked back at our group. “Are you ready?”

The side guards held up their weapons while my family and I stared at him impatiently. He took that as a confirmation and opened the door. The door slid sideways and stopped once there was enough room for us to walk through.

As we entered the huge storage room, I took a deep breath, but was disappointed when I didn’t smell anything. We walked up and down a couple of the corridors, but there was nothing.

“This is half of the cargo. The rest is in the next room.”

That was some of the better news I had heard all morning. We left this room and went to the next one. 

As we passed through the doorway, I took a breath and proclaimed aloud, “Ktari.”

Mom and Dad also made the distinctive chirping sneeze sound, followed shortly by Dirk saying the same thing. The smell was stronger than I was used to, perhaps due to these ones being alive and not just hides.

“Close the door behind us. There are ktari in here,” Taureen instructed.

“I’ll have the fumigators correct that problem once we leave.” The Port Master entered a few things on his wrist comm while closing the door.

We checked the room, but other than actually seeing a ktari skitter across the floor ahead of us, the investigation was uneventful. The Port Master was pleased, and in a way, so was I, since it meant that no crawlers had gotten onto the planet. 

It really made for a boring day, though…
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We spent the rest of the morning and early afternoon exploring the new city, which was a nice change. I was glad for the awnings overhead that shielded us from the direct sunlight. Even without the sun hitting us, it was warm.  

The few parks we visited were very different, and we didn’t stray far from Taureen and Aeria. Everything was strange, and we weren’t sure what kind of wild animals were around. There could easily be venomous snakes as well.

I gave a quiet whistle as I nudged Taureen’s cheek. He pulled a water bottle out of his pocket and unfolded the lid so it made a tiny bowl on the end. I greedily drank more of the cool water. Once I was done, he offered it to Mom as well, and she took a few sips.

“We still haven’t reached the hottest part of the day,” Taureen observed as he passed Aeria the water bottle for Dad and Dirk.

“They aren’t used to this climate,” she replied, “and I don’t want to take any chances with them overheating.”

“I was thinking the same thing. I’ll call for a shuttle, although I want to stop in the shop across the road for a moment.”

The air inside the store was much cooler, although the fruit lining the shelves caught my immediate attention. My mouth watered as I tried to figure out which one would taste the best. There were lots I hadn’t seen before.

“It’s been a long time since I had shia fruit,” Mom said longingly. “I know we originally agreed that the children had to wait until they had handlers before tasting it, but since they are both certain they are remaining with the Kymari, I’m sure we can break that rule.”

With a faint smile, Taureen walked over and picked up several of the blue and pale pink colored fruits. The name rang a bell, although I wasn’t sure why Mom wanted it so badly. Taureen picked out a few other things I hadn’t tasted yet. Aeria also selected some fruit before going to the counter and paying for everything.

The tempting fruit was put into bags, and we went back outside. The heat seemed worse after the reprieve, which was odd considering how much time we usually spent sunbathing and under heat lamps. The dry air was making me constantly thirsty.

A shuttle landed beside us, and I was relieved to see it was ours. Even a long, boring ride home was better than this unyielding, dry heat. We got in and sat down as the shuttle began our lengthy flight home.

Taureen opened up the bag he was carrying and pulled out four small paper plates. As wrappers crinkled, a hard crystal was dropped on each one with light thud. He passed two to Aeria and put the other two on the seat beside him.

“Go here,” he said, tapping the seat.

Mom and I both dropped down with wing assist. I sniffed one of the objects in confusion, although Mom promptly picked hers up and began chewing on it. The snapping, cracking, and crunching noises made me stare at her with wide eyes.

Tentatively, I sniffed mine again. It smelled cold… and fruity. With a glance at Mom, I tentatively licked it. It was some sort of frozen fruit juice. I picked it up before trying to cautiously bite a piece off.

Only a few flakes of ice came free, but they tasted good, and – more importantly – they were cold. I could feel the chill radiating through the scales on my hand, although it didn’t overly bother me. 

With my next bite, I dug my teeth in harder, determined to break a piece off. With a snap, a section gave way beneath my sharp teeth, and I began chewing it. The frozen juice felt unpleasant against my teeth, although the cold fragments and sweet taste were worth it.

Dirk was also chewing his icy treat, still trying to get used to the shattering feeling of it breaking into pieces. Mom and Dad had already halfway finished theirs.

I quickly ate the frozen treat before it melted and then licked the few melted drops off the plate. With our unusual snack gone, I went back up to Taureen’s shoulder so I could look out of the window. I was no longer overly warm, and I felt much better now.

The city we were leaving was not a place I had any desire to return to. I rested my chin on Taureen’s shoulder pad and watched the scenery below grow more distant.





       When the doorbell rang, I jumped into the air even as Taureen called out, “Come in.”

Tkael was smart enough to come in behind Soranto, so he didn’t have to worry about being in the way when I came to greet Soranto. My landing on Soranto’s shoulder pad was a bit harder than usual, although it didn’t stop my whistle of greeting.

I continued chattering at him excitedly while he walked into the living room. Soranto sat down and watched me in amusement as I continued to chirp, whistle, and chitter until I ran out of breath.

“Your day was that exciting, huh?” Soranto asked me in amusement. 

Tkael asked Taureen, “How did the trip go? Did you find any crawlers?”

“No,” Taureen replied, “although there were some ktari.”

“At least it wasn’t a wasted trip. The ktari would have swiftly multiplied and made a nuisance of themselves.”

“They handled the trip fairly well. If I have to go that far again, I’ll probably bring a toy or something to keep them from getting bored in the shuttle.”

“That’s a long ride for them if they have nothing to do.”

They continued discussing the trip and what they could do to make it less boring for us in the future. Soranto listened as he scratched behind my ear tuft.

Once I grew tired of the scratching, I grabbed onto his hand and pretended to chew on his fingers. He pulled away, and I jumped onto his hand, not relinquishing my grip with my claws or my teeth.

“I thought you guys were supposed to be vegetarians…” Soranto muttered as he began the long process of trying to reclaim his fingers.

It took him a bit to get his fingers out of my hands and mouth – then I promptly latched onto his other hand and wrapped my tail around his wrist.

By the time Soranto finally managed to deposit me in his lap, I was breathing hard and baring my teeth in a grin. The faint smirk on his face showed that he had enjoyed the wrestling match as well, even if a few tiny scratches now adorned his hands. They weren’t deep enough to draw blood, but they had left faint marks.

After I caught my breath, I went back to tormenting him until he pulled a cleaning kit out of his belt pouch. Apparently, he had learned the secret to immobilizing us. I stretched out on his lap as he cleaned my already spotless scales and then oiled them again.

I murmured unhappily as he set me beneath the heat lamp. Mom glowered at him but didn’t even growl.

“Have a good evening. I’ll see you bright and early tomorrow morning,” Soranto said cheerfully.

I sat up, all traces of my sleepiness vanishing. He hadn’t been around most of the day – I didn’t want him to leave yet. Tkael also bid Taureen a good evening before heading to the door with Soranto.

Flying after them, I landed on the wall perch in the hallway just in time to see the door close behind them. Folding my wings, I stared at the door, trying to understand why I wanted to go with Soranto so badly. It wasn’t my turn to stay at his place, but I really wished it had been – and I didn’t know why!

Shaking my head hard, I went back to the heat lamp. My emotions were all jumbled together, and I couldn’t straighten them out.

“Is something wrong?” Mom asked.

“I don’t know. For some reason, I really wanted to go with Soranto.” I sent my confused emotions down the mindlink, hoping she might be able to understand them better than I could.

She blinked slowly in understanding. “You really miss him when he’s not around, don’t you?”

“It feels strange when he’s not around. It’s getting more noticeable lately. It makes me feel strange and fidgety. I’m not getting sick, am I?” 

“No, from what you showed me, you love him like I love Taureen. A love of friendship and loyalty. I feel something like that when I haven’t seen Taureen for a while or if I know he’s gone.”

“You do?”

“Yes, even when we visit the main park, I occasionally fly back to ensure that he is still there.”

“I’m still not sure why I’m feeling it.”

“It’s the love that a dragonet has for their handler,” Mom said quietly. “It calls to your heart and makes you want to be with them.”

“But I love all of you, too,” I said almost desperately, understanding that she was hinting my love for Soranto was overpowering my desire to remain here.

“I know. And I’ll always love you, too. I loved the park, but I left it for Taureen. Follow your heart – and know that you can always return.”

I curled up against her, pushing my head against her chest as my heart pulled in both directions. I wanted to stay with my family, but part of my heart longed to go with Soranto, as if he was truly mine. 

Deep down, I had always known that Taureen was Mom’s, and Aeria was Dad’s. My parents had never minded sharing, but some deep part of me recognized their bond as theirs and wanted something like it for myself. 

This kind of bond wasn’t something that allowed two dragonets to share with one handler, unless they were mates like Serena and Tom. Even then, there was some friction. I knew it with the same certainty that I knew the sun would rise again. I could see it clearer now, not that it helped with my swirling emotions.

Unable to come up with words, I shared it across the mindlink with Mom. She draped her wing over me compassionately.

“I am here for you. If you ever need me, or even if you just want to talk, give me a call. Not much can stop a direct mindlink between a parent and their child.”

I rested my forehead against her shoulder, faintly aware of the others watching us, but not hearing our private discussion. This felt like a turning point – one that I had to choose. It wasn’t something that could be postponed for later without problems, and it loomed over me as it waited for my decision. 

“You knew this was going to happen eventually, didn’t you?” I quietly asked Mom.

“When one picks a handler, they eventually have to leave where they had been as they take their next step. All of those who chose to leave the forest have gone through exactly what you are feeling now. You have the option of picking where to stay each night, but I think you know how that is going to work after tonight.”

“I’ll still get to see you every evening and morning, right?”

“If Soranto tries to skimp on the visits, I’ll send Taureen after him,” she promised.

I finally raised my head to look into her eyes. She gently touched her nose to mine before turning towards Taureen.

After a few seconds, he asked, “Do you want me to call him back?”

There it was. The question had been asked. My chance to go forward, or decline and stifle the bond that was growing between Soranto and me. I could postpone the decision for a day or two, but it came at the price of being torn emotionally.

I could still love my family and have a handler.

“Please.”
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“Soranto, could you come back? I think you might be taking Tessa with you.”

“I’m on my way.”

I lowered my head to Mom’s shoulder again, hardly believing that this was actually happening.

“I thought it would take months before I hit this point,” I mumbled to Mom.

She was silent for a few long moments before she sighed heavily. “Once a dragonet starts getting attached, it pulls us. We want to be with them, and the feeling is as strong and unexplainable as the call of the Morning Song.”

It felt like there was something left unspoken, so I nudged her mind and sent the feeling across it, prompting her to continue.

Her voice was somewhat reluctant. “Myself and the other originals were once human, and we see the world slightly differently because of that. It also made us much slower to bond with our handlers. You have never had any reason to fear the Kymari, so there isn’t anything holding you back. I should have seen it sooner, but I didn’t. And to be honest, it probably wouldn’t have changed anything.”

I exhaled slowly, knowing she was right. It wouldn’t have changed anything. It had been nearly three months since I had decided to pick Soranto as my handler. I still hadn’t changed my mind – the timing had just caught me off-guard.

We waited in silence for Soranto to return. For the first time ever, he didn’t bother with the doorbell. It took me a second to realize that the sound of the door opening and closing must be him. I got to my feet and took to the air to meet him. 

He swiftly appeared in the living room, immediately looking for me with a concerned expression, not even acknowledging Taureen or Aeria. I had already covered half of the distance between us and aimed right for his chest instead of his shoulder pads. I collided fairly hard with his chest, glad he wasn’t wearing armor.

His arms immediately came up to keep me from falling down. My emotions were still unsettled, so I wedged my head between his arm and chest to avoid letting him see my confusion. 

“What happened?” Soranto asked.

“I’m not too sure,” Taureen replied. “The last few times you left, she was anxious. This time, it was more noticeable and didn’t fade. Tasha acts very similarly if I slip out for training and she realizes I’m gone.”

I still refused to look up, too embarrassed to face the situation I had somehow created.

“I guess I’ll see you tomorrow morning then,” Soranto said.

“Let me pack her harness and some other supplies.”

My ears twitched as I tried to follow Taureen’s movements by sound. From what I could tell, Soranto followed him through the kitchen and then towards the door.

“Can you clip it onto my belt pouch? I don’t want to disturb her.”

“There. Are you okay walking like that?”

“Yes, my home isn’t too far.”

“I’ll leave the communication stream on my wrist comm open. Call me if you need to.”

The sound of the door opening was followed by the smell of the outdoor air. My nostrils flared as a heavier, metallic scent seemed rather strong. Turning my head slightly, I peeked with barely opened eyes.

To my dismay, I saw a small, red dot where each of my claws were slightly digging into Soranto’s shirt. I pulled my claws back and shifted my hands to the side, avoiding the small injuries I had unknowingly inflicted. 

I felt bad. He hadn’t said anything, nor had he attempted to move my claws from where they were digging in. His thumb slowly stroked my back reassuringly. I closed my eyes and pushed my head back into the gap between his arm and chest, which was how I remained for the rest of our walk.

How he got the door open was a mystery to me. 

As he entered the living room, Adeline greeted him, “Welcome back. Maria just went to bed. Salio called and changed my shift tomorrow. Are you able to drop Maria off at school- Oh. I didn’t see Tessa there.”

Feeling braver, I risked a peek up. Adeline was getting to her feet and putting her sketchbook to the side. She came over, tilting her head as worry and concern became more apparent on her face.

“Is she okay?”

“Taureen had to call me back because she got distressed when I left. I suspect that I will probably have her most nights from now on.”

“I don’t see any problem with that. She’s very well behaved. Let’s sit down. She still looks a bit out of sorts.”

They both went to the couch and sat. Soranto began humming; it was a deep, rather-tuneless hum, but it was comforting. He shifted me so his one arm held me, freeing up his other hand. When his hand came into my sight, it was holding a blue and pink fruit. 

Adeline went to the kitchen and quickly returned with a small knife. She peeled a section before cutting off a small slice and handing it to Soranto. He offered it to me, and I sniffed it before taking it. The flavor exploded across my tongue. It was like nothing I had ever tasted before. Now I knew why Mom had wanted Taureen to buy the shia fruit.

I lifted my head a bit higher, hoping for another piece, which Adeline was already passing to Soranto. Slice by slice, I somehow managed to stick half of the fruit into my stomach, which had still been fairly full from dinner.

With a big yawn, I turned my head away from the next slice. I was simply too stuffed to even try and find an empty corner in my rather round stomach. I was full and tired, and Soranto’s humming was making it very hard to stay awake.

My emotions from before had subsided, and I felt much better now. I relaxed and rested my head on Soranto’s arm contentedly. Soranto and Adeline quietly talked with each other as my eyelids got heavier and heavier.

Soranto got to his feet and walked towards the wall. With one hand still supporting me, he began climbing the tree branches towards the spot where I usually slept. I tensed in surprise; I hadn’t realized the trees were sturdy enough for a Kymari to climb them.

Without any apparent difficulty, Soranto managed to loop his elbow around a branch so he could use both hands to ease me into the dark cavity. I trilled a soft thank-you as I curled up on the warm sand.

He smiled and softly replied, “Good night. I’ll see you in the morning.”

I whistled quietly in reply. As he disappeared from sight, my ear tufts twitched slightly as I tried to pick up every noise from below. The bathroom and bedrooms doors were almost silent as they opened and closed.

The lights dimmed when Adeline and Soranto went to bed. Once things were quiet, I glided over to the bathroom and returned to my cozy nook. With a heavy sigh, I curled up and closed my eyes. I would get to spend most of tomorrow with Soranto – and that thought comforted me far more than should have been possible.

   

       The lights brightened and woke me up. I stretched and paused halfway through as I remembered last night’s events. My overreaction yesterday made me cringe a bit, although I suspected that it would happen again if I tried to stay with Mom and Dad.

I sighed and finished my stretch before exiting the hollow. The past couldn’t be changed, so there was no sense fretting over it. Although that was easier said than done.

As I normally did when I spent the night at Soranto’s, I mindlinked Mom. “Good morning.”

“How are you doing?”

“I’m fine. Sorry about last night.”

“Don’t worry about it. You may have slept elsewhere, but we’ll still see each other later this morning.”

I sent relief and agreement down the mindlink. This morning would be just like yesterday morning; the only difference was that Soranto would be spending the day with us.

After getting a big drink, I went outside to wait for the sun. Somewhat to my surprise, Soranto was already waiting there. The sun hadn’t started peeking over the horizon yet, and the call was so faint I could barely feel it.

Banking to the side, I flew over to land on Soranto’s shoulder and nudged my nose against the side of his face. He reached up and stroked my wings and back. 

The door opened as Maria and Adeline came outside. Maria smiled when she spotted me. They both sat down in empty chairs. I whistled a greeting at them. 

“Good morning, Tessa,” Maria said happily.

This entire family seemed to be made up of cheerful early morning risers. I knew that Maria didn’t have to get up at this time – she only came outside to watch me sing. I wasn’t the best flier or singer out there, so it was kind of flattering that they chose to watch me instead of observing the wild flock or sleeping in.

My eyes kept going back to where the sun was just beginning to appear. Spreading my wings, I flew over to the stump to wait for the daily event. I landed and shook out my wings, limbering them up before folding them.

The call was building. A beckoning siren song inviting us to proclaim the joy and glory of the new day; to inspire hope for any who didn’t realize the beauty of the world around them. Letting them know that each day was a gift for those who chose to see it for what it was. 

Clouds framed the rising sun, somehow delaying our takeoff even though the Song had already begun. Taking a deep breath, I began singing slowly in lower tones which picked up in pace – but not pitch.

Partially unfolding my wings, I awaited the signal to take to the air. Like an invisible flash, I knew the exact moment to launch myself into the sky. The usual swift, flowing pace was replaced by something slower and deeper.

Every movement was purposeful; the rhythm somehow reminding me of a slow, powerful heartbeat full of potential. Waiting. Ready.

The joy was still there, but deeper and more substantial – an unmovable glacier as opposed to dancing snowflakes. Resolute and enduring through all trials. 

A reflection that there was no sadness or grief strong enough to stop the sun from rising. Clouds may dim its rays, but the light still chases the deepest shadows of night away. A new morning had come.

I wove it all into my song and dance.

Instead of fading away into the bright potential of another day, the Song stilled, silent in its unshakable promise of hope.

I hovered for a few moments as the call ceased, trying to collect my thoughts. It had been intense and profound – not something we usually encountered in the Morning Song. 

“That was an unusual song,” I commented to Abby.

“No kidding. I saw something like this once before, but the themes are usually lighter and more cheerful. I’ll see you this afternoon, right? I’m hoping the rain will hold off until nighttime.”

“I didn’t hear the weather yesterday, so you may have to mindlink Dirk for a more recent update. As far as I know, it isn’t supposed to rain during the next three days.”

“That’s a relief. I’ll see you later on, then.”

“Sure. Have fun.”

Gliding away from my spot, I headed over to Soranto to get some breakfast.


Chapter 53

FYI: My name generator was unaware that Drax was the name of a Marvel character, so Drax’s name has been changed to Drae.

Tessa’s POV:

I stretched as I contemplated actually getting up and moving. Soranto made the decision for me when he picked me up and carried me inside. Snorting faintly, I gazed up at him with a faintly accusing expression.

“Sorry,” he apologized, “but we have to rush a bit this morning. We have to drop Maria off at school and then go find your folks before they come looking for me. I’m still surprised your mother didn’t attack me last night…”

I smirked and climbed up his shirt to sit on his shoulder pad. 

“Go get ready.”

The bathroom was the first place on my agenda, before Soranto or Maria decided they needed to use it. I finished and had a minute or so to relax under the big heat lamp.

Soranto came out in his armor and went to pick up my harness. Mischievously, I rolled upside down on the sand to make his task harder. Without even pausing, he simply picked me up, turned me right-side up, and set me down. By the time my feet touched the sand, he had somehow managed to get my harness on me.

I turned my head and stared at the harness, trying to figure out how he had accomplished such a feat in just a few seconds. He chuckled as he tucked the cleaning kit and a few other supplies into his belt pouches.

Shaking myself off, my scales chimed musically before I flew the short distance to his shoulder.

“That’s the sound you were talking about?” Maria asked, looking over at me. “That was really neat.”

“Yes, it is,” he replied, glancing towards the windows by the front door. “The shuttle is here. Let’s go.”

We left the house and got into the shuttle. The driverless shuttle kept to the street instead of gaining altitude. The scenery showed that we were going the opposite way that we did when going to Taureen’s. 

We passed several small parks and a lot of buildings before finally coming to a stop. The building was big and had lots of younger Kymari around, so I assumed it was the school.

“Have fun,” Soranto told her as he gave her a hug.

“I will!” She returned the hug, before stretching up to gently pet me. I touched my nose to her hand in response.

With a grin, she ducked out of the door and jogged towards some people who were waving at her. The door slid closed, and Soranto entered another destination. I rustled my wings, wishing the trip was shorter. I really wanted to see Mom, Dad, and Dirk again. Taureen and Aeria, too.

I craned my neck as the house came into view. When the shuttle came to a stop, we got out and walked up to the front door. I grinned as Soranto rang the doorbell.

“Come in.”

As the door opened, I stared intently at Soranto. Thankfully, he took the hint.

“Go on.”

I jumped forward and sped towards the living room with a loud whistle. Mom, Dad, and Dirk were already in the air, and we flew around each other in a complex greeting.

“How was she the rest of the evening?” Aeria asked Soranto.

“It took a while, but she relaxed. Her morning dance was unusual; otherwise, things seem back to normal.”

“All the fire lizards danced in a similar fashion today,” Aeria said, “so it isn’t as unusual as we might originally assume.”

Taureen changed the topic. “Are you still ready to try a solo training run, or do you want to postpone the attempt?”

“Let’s try it. If she gets too unsettled, I’ll let you know and we can meet up.”

I landed on the end table, rubbing my side along Mom’s folded wings. Dad landed beside me and nuzzled my neck. Dirk flopped down under the heat lamp and sprawled out to steal the warmest spot.

“Tran had to stop by the barracks, so he is going to be a few minutes late. As soon as Drae and Sipar arrive, you can head over to the training area. They have the secondary rooms set up for you.”

“Please tell me that Banrai didn’t have a hand in it this time.”

“No, he’s been offworld for the last week, so it should just be the usual arrangement.”

“Oh, good. He was kind of miffed that I bypassed so many of his traps last time.” He checked his wrist comm. “My guards are here, so let’s see how far I get. Tessa, shoulder.”

I promptly flew over to his shoulder, glancing back at my family. “I’ll see you at the park this afternoon.”

Dirk yawned. “Just like a regular day after all.”

Mom narrowed her eyes at him and swatted him with her tail. He yipped and scooted out of her range. As we went around the corner, I lost sight of them. It was a bit disappointing, but I had been able to visit with them for about ten minutes. It didn’t help that we had arrived later than usual.

The side guards walked on either side of Soranto as we began the customary walk to the barracks with the special training areas.





       As we entered the room, I sniffed the air and growled a warning. The guards already had their weapons out, so we continued until we came to a junction. They paused just long enough to let me point the way.

“I can see the difference quite clearly now,” Sipar commented. “She isn’t nearly as agitated as she was in the room with the sicora.”

“The reactions seem pretty consistent depending on what we are tracking,” Soranto replied, “although some fire lizards can go a bit overboard if they haven’t found a crawler or sicora for several days.”

“I heard something about the handlers coming here every four or five days to keep their companions from getting frustrated if they didn’t locate anything.”

“The fire lizards tend to get a bit restless if they don’t find anything. The training room helps take the edge off and encourages them to remain alert.”

Sipar nodded, still walking ahead of us as a foreguard. If I wasn’t able to see Drae following behind us, I would have forgotten that the guy was there. I still hadn’t heard him utter a single word. If any of the wild dragonets ever expressed an interest in tracking sicora, but didn’t want to be bothered with idle chat, I had found the perfect Kymari for them.

We stopped at another junction, and I flew past all of the doors. Hovering in front of one, I stared pointedly down it.

“Tessa, shoulder.”

I banked in a tight circle to land on Soranto’s shoulder pad, staring at the proper doorway. The strengthening smell made a growl rattle through my chest. We were getting close.

The hallway widened out and had crates stacked along one wall. I levelled a look of disgust at the crates; I highly doubted a real cargo ship would stack things like this in a hallway. Admittedly, it was pretty impressive how they kept redesigning these rooms to create new training situations for us.

I didn’t even need my nose to tell me that the crawler was oh-so-conveniently hiding among those crates somewhere. My claws flexed as I growled deeper, still glaring at the crates.

“Stop,” Soranto commanded quietly.

My growl cut off in confusion, although both Sipar and Drae stopped in their tracks. Soranto walked forward and went down on one knee as he examined something on the side of one of the crates.

“Stand along this wall behind me. Someone forgot to disarm this trap before we came in here, and I’d rather not have it go off with Tessa in the room.”

Both guards moved behind him, and Soranto pulled out his belt knife as he pried the rectangular silver label off the crate. When it fell out, I saw that it had wires attached. Soranto disconnected the wires and twisted a couple of them together before putting the silver plate back in its place.

Sipar scowled. “They forgot to disarm a major trap?”

“I’m not sure they knew about this one. This is something Banrai originally set up for the group training that never ended up happening. It requires at least two people to set it off, so none of the other solo trainees would have triggered it. The fire lizards haven’t been in this section for a while, so we are the first lucky group to come across it.”

Soranto stood back up and examined the other crates.

“Are you sure that thing is deactivated?”

“Positive.”

Sipar took the lead again, going more slowly this time. My eyes went back to the silver square. I would have assumed it was just a label, not an actual piece of metal that was part of a trap.

With a zapping noise, a bolt of blue energy whizzed through my line of sight, making me jump. The bolt struck something that was jumping out from between the crates. The charred crawler landed on the floor, the hide partially peeling from whatever it was attached to.

“Looks like we found the crawler. Nice shot,” Soranto told Drae, who merely nodded.

The next set of doors were the heavy airlock ones that separated the training rooms from the rest of the barracks. It had taken us almost until lunchtime to get through the long training course.

I rearranged my wings and laid down; the rest of the day would just be walking around the city until we went to the main park.


Chapter 54

Tessa’s POV:

“Ugh. I can’t believe how hard it is to catch Aeria or Taureen alone,” I complained.

Dad opened an eye to regard me. “Why do you want to catch them alone?”

“To ask questions. It’s weird not getting updates. I have no idea if I should be reacting a certain way to something we might be doing.”

His eye closed. “If he tries to teach you any new tricks, he’ll do it in easy stages. I’m sure you’ll figure it out.”

I snorted at his lack of concern. Adeline and Maria had met us at Taureen’s home and were in the kitchen with Aeria while Taureen and Soranto were discussing how Soranto could shift his work schedule.

“If needed, I can free up most of this week,” Soranto said, “but there is no way I can reschedule the repairs I’m supposed to be doing tomorrow.”

Taureen tilted his head in consideration. “In my opinion, if she wants to go with you, let her go. We’ll just have to send Elder Dairno an update. She may not get any crawler or sicora training, but it will be a new experience, which will likely be just as beneficial.”

“That was what I was thinking. I’ll try to leave quietly tomorrow morning and see if she misses me, but it won’t hurt if she tags along. As long as I get their ship fixed, the crew won’t even comment on her presence.”

 “Have they found someone to replace you yet?”

“They’re speeding up the selection process and seeing who’s willing to move with short notice. I expect my replacement will be arriving within two weeks at most.”

Mom grinned faintly. “Let me guess, Soranto isn’t getting out of the house tomorrow morning without you?”

“Nope. It sounds interesting, and it can’t be any more boring than walking through the streets.”

She chuckled and snuggled a bit closer to Dad, resting her head on his shoulder. He spread his wing over her and touched his nose to hers. Dirk was napping and oblivious to the gold and silver cuddlers behind him.

It felt kind of weird sitting beside them when they were in this kind of mood. I shifted my weight, pondering my options. 

Maria came out of the kitchen and sat beside Soranto. I was halfway tempted to go play with her, although only Aeria and Adeline were in the kitchen right now. Aeria would likely tell me all the good gossip if Adeline went into the living room.

On silent wings, I glided into the kitchen and flew up to a wall perch near the ceiling. Neither woman noticed my stealthy entrance and continued quietly speaking as they prepared dinner.

“-so his sessions with the fighting trainer have been cut back.” Adeline frowned. “One of the other trainers isn’t in favor of Soranto becoming a fire lizard handler since he comes from a civilian background and isn’t part of the defense groups.”

“I haven’t heard anything like that yet. Has there been any pressure or direct comments?”

“If anyone objects where I can personally hear them, they will be dealing with me. It’s Tessa’s choice, not theirs.”

The fierceness in her voice was accented by the faint clicks of her rather sharp-looking knife as it diced up vegetables with ease. Her eyes narrowed slightly as she continued.

“If they try to pressure me, I’m quite a significant roadblock. Soranto isn’t the type to sit by idly, either. It may take a lot to get him mad, but he’s also a force to be reckoned with. His skills with melee weapons may not be the best, but it doesn’t matter how sharp your belt knife is if he hotwires an air purifier into an energy cannon.”

Aeria paused to stare at her friend. “He hotwired an air purifier into an energy cannon?”

“I once asked him what he would do if an attack occurred on this remote planet, and he told me he could turn almost any piece of equipment in the room into a ranged weapon. I was kind of doubtful and asked him to back up his claim with the old air purifier we had just replaced.”

“I am somehow guessing he managed it…”

“It was actually quite impressive. It didn’t even take him two full minutes, although he admitted that it would only manage three or four shots before the power relays overheated.” Adeline smirked slightly. “Then he said he would rip off the cooling cable and throw it at the enemy. If they tried to use it, it would immediately blow up. If they ignored it, it would explode in about fifteen seconds anyway.”

I blinked slowly, not quite understanding the discussion, but it certainly sounded impressive. And if Aeria’s silence was anything to go by, it probably was.

“If anyone tries to dissuade Soranto,” Aeria finally said, “then let us know. The Elders have made it quite clear that the fire lizards are the ones who pick their handlers.”

“I suspect that is why I have only heard the faintest of murmurs from the one. Anyone who objected would not only have to go through Soranto and myself, but they would also end up facing you and Taureen. Not to mention the Elders. It isn’t a fight they can win.”

They were silent for a while as they continued preparing their meal. I curled up on the wall perch, biding my time.

“I’ll take this tray out,” Adeline said. “Do you need any help with that one?”

“No, I’m almost finished. I’ll be out there in a couple of minutes.”

Adeline picked up the tray she had been filling and carried it out of the kitchen. Dropping off the perch, I glided down to Aeria’s shoulder.

“She may not show it,” Aeria quietly murmured, “but you have won her over.”

Tilting my head, I recalled how Soranto had held me against his chest several times. “I think Soranto’s getting attached too.”

Chuckling, she replied, “I believe he is past the point of just getting attached.”

“You think so?” My ear tufts perked up.

“Give it another month or so, and it will be hard to separate the two of you.” She picked up her tray. “Ready?”

I had no idea if she was asking if I was ready for the bond between a dragonet and handler, or if she was merely inquiring if I was ready to go into the living room. 

“Yes.” I was ready for both.

Aeria walked into the living room and put the food on the table. The Kymari began putting food on their plates.

“How did Keegan react to being back on full patrol after so long?” Adeline asked.

“He hasn’t lost his edge. The fourth ship we checked had a crawler lying dormant in the air vents. They had to send in a robot to locate and remove it.”

“You didn’t tell me you found a crawler,” Mom grumbled, unhappy that she didn’t get to participate in the action.

“It was dormant. It didn’t even wake up when they pulled it out. If Tessa goes with Soranto, you’ll get your chance tomorrow.”

“I have no plans on being left behind,” I informed Dad. “Although, if I don’t see Soranto trying to sneak out, let me know.”

“I somehow doubt he will get close to the door without you darting after him,” Dad replied, amused with the prospect of watching Soranto try to sneak out.

“I can’t wait until I get to go on a real patrol,” I said longingly. I was tired of just practicing – I wanted to actually stop some of these evil creatures! 

Mom lifted her head and gazed at me thoughtfully. “The only stipulation was that you had to be six months old. Unless I am adding up the days wrong, that day is only about two weeks from now.”

I inhaled sharply, which earned me a few glances from the Kymari. Jumping off Aeria’s shoulder, I flew over to the sand tray.

“Really?” I was practically dancing on the spot, and even Dirk perked his ear tufts up.

She yawned and lay her head back down. “I believe so. Without access to a calendar or a way to track the days, I lose track of time. I can double-check with Taureen once the company leaves.”

“I really hope I find a crawler on my first day. Maybe I’ll even find a sicora!”

“You might. Although, the number of days where no one finds anything far outnumber the ones that do.”

I ignored her pessimism. I was positive I’d find something. 


Chapter 55

Tessa’s POV:

As we entered Taureen’s home, I eagerly went to greet Mom, Dad, and Dirk – although I kept a careful eye on Soranto. He wasn’t going to be sneaking away on me this morning…

Soranto wasn’t wearing his armor. As far as I could tell, he was pretending this was a normal day where he left me with Taureen. The thought of him leaving for the day didn’t bother me too much – nothing like the thought of him leaving me here for the night did. The chance to see where he worked was too tempting to pass up though.

It was probably going to create another new trend in our schedule, although I could let him sneak out successfully next time. Maybe. It depended on how interesting his job was.

Soranto finished talking with Taureen and began quietly walking towards the door. Aeria watched in amusement as I aborted my landing on the end table and took off after him. Just before he reached the door, I landed on his shoulder pad and trilled innocently at him. I perked my ear tufts up and tilted my head cutely, trying to charm him into letting me come.

Taureen appeared in the hallway behind us. “Do you have everything you need?”

“I packed the normal supplies as a precaution. Well, Tessa, you are going to be in for a surprise today…”

I stood up straighter and chirped happily. This was quite promising; everyone was taking this right in stride without a comment. Even Soranto wasn’t trying to make me change my mind.

“Call if you run into any issues, although it will probably be easier to contact Aeria today if you need to meet with someone.”

Soranto nodded. “I will, although I don’t think I will have any trouble.”

It was almost strange to leave Taureen’s house and not see any of the guards waiting along the sidewalk for us. A small shuttle dropped down onto the street beside us, and we got inside.

It quickly sped off into the air and brought us to our destination. The building seemed plain enough, although I could see a lot of strange machines in the parking lot beside it.

As we went inside, several Kymari did double-takes when they spotted me. I briefly wondered what life would be like if our scales were camouflaged browns or greys instead of such bright colors. It would probably make a lot of things much easier.

“Your little friend decided to tag along today?” a woman asked.

“Seems that way. It could become a frequent occurrence.”

“I can’t see anyone here complaining about a bond animal’s presence.”

“They would just be wasting their breath if they tried.”

She chuckled and waved him towards one of the doorways. “Get going. There is a shuttle waiting for you outside in bay five. Take whatever supplies you think you might need.”

He went through the door indicated and easily navigated the series of doors and hallways. This place was a complete labyrinth. I had never been in a building this confusing before – not even when we visited Aeria’s parents. If Soranto hadn’t been walking along without a hint of confusion, I would have been much more worried.

One of the doors finally led us to a room full of equipment. Soranto picked up a large duffle bag from beside the wall before walking up and down the rows as he selected bits and pieces. Some things, like scanners, I could identify. Many of the small pieces were likely replacement parts or other tools.

The bag was mostly full by the time we left the room. After more hallways and junctions, we exited the building. 

“Huh. A private express shuttle. They must really want that spaceship fixed.”

Soranto got into a small, sleek shuttle meant for long distance travel. It quickly gained altitude and began flying much faster than any shuttle I had ever been in before.

Soranto chuckled as I gazed out the window with wide eyes. “With luck, the Captain will lend us this shuttle for our trip home. Don’t get too used to it. This type is primarily used for space travel between spaceships and other planets.”

I flicked an ear back at him, but didn’t look away from the swiftly passing scenery. It made me wonder how fast spaceships could go. How far was it between planets? I didn’t know, and the Blood Memories didn’t put things into relative terms. There was a lot of distance between them, though, and this planet was unusually remote.

Leaning closer to the window, I could see that the ground was getting closer. Much closer. This shuttle had better slow down before it tried landing or it was going to resemble my first flight.

Buildings suddenly appeared below, and our speed dramatically decreased. We weren’t nearly as low as I had expected, but now I could see we were heading towards a huge spaceship that was sitting on the ground just outside the city.

The shuttle slowed more, then twisted while dropping almost straight down. It landed with precision beside the ramp. I flexed my fingers and toes, only now realizing that I had been digging my claws into the shoulder pad rather hard.

As we exited the shuttle, two Kymari were walking down the huge spaceship ramp to meet us.

“Glad you could make it, Soranto. Who is your little friend?”

“Hello, Vrake. This is Tessa. She is currently in a transition phase, and she insisted on coming along this morning.”

“I’ve heard a lot about their potential. Any fire lizard is always welcome aboard. Let’s see if the two of you can get this warship space-worthy again.” 

“The mainframe would be a good place to start. I want to see if I can get the unusual readings to appear on a few different testers.”

“Right this way.”

The two continued talking as we walked up the ramp and down a lot of hallways. I examined the hallways in keen interest, although I wasn’t seeing much difference between this ship and the training rooms.

To be fair, there were no hidden traps, and I seriously doubted I would find any trace of a crawler or sicora on this spaceship. We passed a surprising number of Kymari, all of whom had armor and weapons.

We entered a large room that was different from any other I had seen before. At least a dozen Kymari were sitting in chairs in front of massive desks with hundreds of buttons and controls. I gawked at the strange projections above each desk. 

The Kymari occasionally touched parts of the light, causing them to brighten, before the image changed. How they passed through parts of it to reach other areas behind was fascinating. Not only did they have the controls on the desk, but they also had the three-dimensional light one as well.

Soranto ignored them as he went to a desk along the wall and put his bag on it. Kneeling down, he pried off a few panels on the side and began hooking up some of the stuff he had brought with him. 

He looked over at the other people sitting at the desks. “I want to see how many systems are affected. Power to shields, please. Without activation.” 

One of the Kymari touched a few buttons.

“Thanks. Activate upper portions of the shields if it’s safe. Okay, it looks like the shields aren’t affected. Power to weapons, without activation.”

He kept listing off dozens of systems, occasionally making notes. Pausing, he reached for one of the hooked-up machines and did something.

Rising to his feet, he walked between two rows of the desks and lightly kicked a spot on the floor with his heel. “Can we open this hatch?”

Scratching an ear tuft, I gazed at the floor in bemusement. This part of the floor looked exactly like the rest of it. Someone came over with a strange tool, and part of the floor popped up with the faint hiss that airlocks usually made.

There was a hatch there. With the hatch now opened, Soranto climbed down a ladder into a small area filled with wires and panels. Skimming along the sections, he paused and pulled one out and unhooked it.

He passed it up to the person above the ladder. “Where’s a replacement for this module?”

“You should really give us some notice before pulling those out,” the man commented as he took it and gave it to someone else, who walked away with it.

“There’s a stop failsafe on this one, so we’re fine. I made a copy of the data it held just in case something went wrong.”

“We already tested all of these.”

“I expected as much, but did you replace that one and then run a resync program?”

“No. We ran the testers and resyncs separately.”

We waited until the new part came. Soranto put it in and hooked it up before climbing out and going over to the panel where his equipment was attached.

“Let’s see if this worked. Can we run through those sequences again? Shields, please.”

The readings on the machines meant nothing to me. Growing bored, I looked around the room. Most of the Kymari were watching us patiently. A few were doing things in response to Soranto’s requests. With a yawn, I stretched my wings wide before folding them up.

Without looking away from the screens, Soranto passed me a big blueberry. With a trill, I took it and nibbled on the uncommon treat. Even savoring it didn’t make it last long.

Tentatively, I leaned forward and dropped down to his knee, then onto the floor. He glanced at me, but didn’t say anything. I walked closer to his hands and sat down as I watched him work. The different angle didn’t make it any less boring.

Soranto got to his feet and started walking back to the hatch, keeping an eye on me. I scampered after him, trying to stay close to his heels. It was nice to stretch my legs, but each of his strides involved a lot more footwork on my part.

With a snort, I jumped into the air and flew up to his shoulder with a handful of wingbeats. He climbed back down the hatch and poked around a bit more.

He came back up the ladder. “Where’s the secondary relay room? Something isn’t syncing properly in some of the programming, but I need to fix it right at the panel.”

“This way.”

Soranto grabbed some of his equipment and followed the two Kymari out of the room. We paused in the hallways where a wall panel slid back to reveal another hidden room. Soranto hooked up his testers to the panels before sitting on the floor and working on them. 

It grew boring very quickly. He hadn’t minded me leaving his shoulder pad last time, so I jumped down to his lap, taking care not to touch anything he was working on. Easing off his lap, I sat beside him, still testing how lenient he was going to be.

I scratched an ear tuft and flared my nostrils before looking around. Slowly walking towards the wall, I sniffed along the crack along the bottom of the numerous open panels. There was a really faint smell… almost dusty, and somehow recognizable although my mind wasn’t identifying it.

After a few passes, one spot seemed a tiny bit stronger, and I peered underneath the edge of the machinery. It looked like a dried leaf. I tried to reach it with my hand, but it was too far away. Sweeping my tail under the panelling, I pushed it out. The dried-up corpse of a ktari slid out like a piece of heavy lint. With a squeak, I bounded around Soranto and peered out from behind him at the creepy remnants. 

Just in case they somehow couldn’t identify the almost odourless husk, I sneezed, “Ktari.”

“How long has that been in here?” Soranto asked, not bothered by the mummified remains.

“We fumigated on the last planet before leaving. This room has to be manually cleaned, and the last cleaning was done not long before the fumigation.”

They ignored it, which irritated me to no end. Did they really expect me to just sit here and pretend it didn’t exist now that I knew it was there? 

It was away from the walls and wiring, and the floor was metal. Taking a deep breath, I exhaled quickly with a coughing sound, but no fire. The lack of flame didn’t surprise me – I still hadn’t managed to breathe fire yet.

Soranto glanced down at the odd noise, but I simply shook my head vigorously.  Being really careful with my claws since he wasn’t wearing armor, I climbed up his back to his shoulder pad. It would be easier to glare at the ktari from up here.

“Can you kick that thing through the door and out of sight?”

The nearest Kymari nudged it out the door and around the corner. With a sigh, I laid down on Soranto’s shoulder and scooted closer to his neck where it was warmer. This room was a bit on the chilly side.

Soranto tapped his wrist comm a few times and went back to working on the machines. After a few seconds, I lifted my head and sniffed the shoulder pad before pulling my head back. I tapped a few spots with my hands to ensure that I wasn’t losing my mind, but his shoulder pad was actually heating up.

Lowering my chin onto the warm leather, I thrummed in tuneless contentment.


Chapter 56

Tessa’s POV:

Tilting my head, I watched Maria hide a berry under one of several cups and move them in strange patterns. The cups looked the same, and I quickly lost track of which one held the treat.

Once she stopped and sat back, I leaned forward to sniff them and nosed one of the cups over to reveal my reward.

“I think I need to find some airtight ones,” Maria murmured, watching me with a grin.

“Very likely. There are some small containers on the second shelf in the kitchen,” Adeline commented, halfway watching us while doing something on a computer.

“Thanks!” Maria jumped to her feet and jogged into the kitchen.

As I watched her go, I stretched out and arched my back while flexing my wings. A faint prick of pain in one of my claws made me inspect it more closely. I sighed internally when I saw that the nail was starting to split. I hadn’t been sharpening them regularly, and they had grown too long.

In theory, I should have known better. In reality, it had simply slipped my mind. Regardless of the cause, I now had a splitting nail to deal with before it got too much worse. Trying to sharpen it at this point would only make it worse.

The last time this happened, Taureen had trimmed the nail for me and filed it down until I could safely sharpen it. I had no clue how to ask Soranto, and he wouldn’t be able to see it. The crack was almost invisible, so small that I could only feel it when I pressed it against something.

That only left one option. I flew to the bathroom and carefully washed my feet before perching in one of the trees. With the teeth on the side of my jaw, I began chewing on the tip of the offending nail, ignoring Maria as she set up the berry game again. 

My claw was quite hard, and I had to chew at a certain angle to avoid worsening the split. The sharp edge of my nail grated unpleasantly against my teeth. I was really going to have to decide which tree base in this room was going to become my official scratching post. It would be easier for Soranto to replace just one section instead of having several of them looking shabby.

The piece finally came off, leaving a ragged tip that was going to be fun to sharpen into a point. It would probably take me several days. I ran my tongue over my teeth to try and dislodge the bits of shredded nail fragments. I spat most of them out, but one was stuck between my teeth.

Using a sharp claw, I tried to scratch the piece out. It was really wedged in there, and so small that I couldn’t get any kind of grip on it. There was no mirror in this room for me to see what I was doing, nor any dragonet to lend a helping talon. I kept trying to get it out.

Almost nothing was as frustrating as having something small and hard jammed between your teeth. Shaking my head, I took a deep breath and exhaled heavily. No hot flames appeared to help char the trapped annoyance.

Being unable to ask for help was terribly annoying. More and more, I was beginning to see just how much I had taken my ability to speak with Taureen and Aeria for granted. Soranto wasn’t even officially my handler yet, so there was no point in asking Mom if I could talk to him earlier. Dad would probably tell me to consider this as a test. 

The fragment between my teeth was terribly annoying and impossible to ignore. Growling slightly in frustration, I glided down to Soranto’s lap. 

There had to be some sort of way to get his help… I just had to figure it out.

Lifting my head, I trilled at him. 

He began petting me. “Did you see that Maria has more berries?”

Half unfurling my wings in something like a begging pose, I chirped and whistled. With a fond smile, he dug in his belt pouch and offered me a sunburst berry. 

Even with the claw fragment stuck between my teeth, I couldn’t pass that up. Every bite was aggravating, though, and only reminded me of my problem. Sitting down, I began trying to scratching at my teeth, trying to reach the piece that was causing the discomfort. I paused and shook my head before running my tongue along my teeth. Still no success. My claws came back up to try and get it out. 

It didn’t take more than a few repetitions before Soranto leaned over for a closer look.

“What are you doing? Here, let me see.”

One hand carefully held my head while his other lifted my lips as he inspected my teeth. 

Just when I was about to try running my claws over the trapped piece to indicate where it was, he said, “Maria, could you please go into my workshop and bring me the kit with the small tweezers? She’s got something stuck between her teeth.”

Maria disappeared into the room with impressive speed and soon returned. He picked a rather small pair of tweezers out of the kit and lifted my lip again. 

“Easy. Hold still.”

With a gentle tug, the fine-tipped tweezers pulled the piece out and relief swept over me. The discomfort was gone! I shook myself off hard, earning a chiming noise from my scales. I trilled a grateful thank-you at Soranto, who was examining the splintered fragment of the nail.

He scratched me behind the ear tufts, and I thrummed my happiness.

“What is that?” Maria inquired.

“Looks like a fragment from one of her claws. She was chewing on one a little while ago.”

Picking me up, he turned me upside down and lay me in his lap as he turned his attention to my talons. He pressed the base of several claws, causing them to extend. My long neck made it easy to lift my head and watch what he was doing. 

He opened up his cleaning kit and flipped the divider to reveal clippers and files. Perking up my ear tufts, I remained where I was, hoping that he would trim the mess I had made of my nail.

Methodically, he took each nail and trimmed it before using special files that shaved away small layers with each pass. Tilting my head, I tried to figure out how his large hands were able to delicately hold my claws and use the tools so precisely when I knew how strong Kymari were. It was a mystery to me.

By the time he finished, all of my claws were the length they were supposed to be. If I hadn’t known that he had done it, it would have been easy to think I had sharpened them on my own. The curve was a bit different, but that was it. 

I sighed in relief as I flexed them experimentally. It felt so much better. I was going to have to remember to keep them sharpened and at a proper length. I nudged Soranto’s fingers and gave them a small lick as a kiss. He put the tools to the side and gently ran his fingers over the underside of my partially opened wings.

I spread them wider, letting him have a better look at the extraordinarily tiny scales on the wing membrane. His fingers were almost ticklish as they lightly skimmed over the length of my wing. Baring my teeth playfully, I grabbed onto his hand and began mouthing his fingers gently.

“I don’t recall you ever trying to eat anyone else’s fingers… They are mine. You do know that, right?”

He tried to wiggle his fingers free, only for me to hold on tighter and use my back legs to hang on as well. When he lifted his hand, I dangled upside down, still nibbling on his fingers. He set me back down as he used his other hand to loosen my claws.

Having four feet gave me the advantage when he only had one free hand. This time was even more fun because my claws weren’t as sharp as normal, so I didn’t have to be quite as careful.

He pulled his free hand away and when it reappeared, it held a long feather. My ears went back as the tickle device came closer. I refused to relinquish my hold and slapped at it with my tail, which, of course, did nothing.

The feather darted in and tickled my sides. With a squeak, I tried to catch it with one hand. He moved it too fast for my extended claws to try and shred my new-found foe. 

He used to be an equipment engineer – he was not supposed to be pulling feathers out of his pockets to torment me!

The feather came back again and again. Finally, I accepted the outcome and let go of his hand – just to quickly roll onto my feet and jump at the feather.

My teeth managed to snag the feather and bite down hard before immediately releasing it. As my momentum took me past his hand, I spread my wings and quickly banked sideways to land on his shoulder with a laughing whistle. The poor feather flopped in half pathetically, mortally wounded by my strike.

“You killed it…” Soranto commented sadly, twisting it around idly.

I snorted and posed proudly before gliding down to where Maria sat with six containers and a bag of berries. She held up a berry and put it in one of the containers. After securing the lids on all six, she began shuffling them around.

The cups were moving fast, and it was hard to follow the one holding the berry. When they stopped, I nosed one of the cups and was satisfied when I heard the faint thump as something inside hit the side of the container.

Grabbing the container in my claws, my teeth tugged at the lid. It took me a few attempts to find the proper spot where I was supposed to pull, but I got the lid off.

After a few more rounds, I grew bored and went to sharpen my claws on the base of one of the trees. At first, I dug my claws in tentatively; partially to see if Soranto would object and partially to make sure I didn’t get an unexpected hangnail after his trimming.

I dug them in deeper and deeper with each stroke, until I had to brace myself just to pull downwards. The tree base might look like wood, but now that I had my claws sunk into it, I knew it wasn’t actually wood. It was a bit softer and didn’t have as much resistance. However, it was sharpening my claws more efficiently.

Soranto’s wrist comm beeped, and he checked it.

He was silent for a long moment before quietly saying, “Elder Dairno will be stopping at this planet tomorrow for a council meeting, and he is requesting permission to come over and visit us in the evening.”

“Did he mention why?” Adeline asked. “Although, I’m pretty sure I know the answer since Tessa has been living with us full-time for several weeks.”

“There aren’t any additional details, but you are likely correct. The only reason for a visit like this would be to officially declare me a fire lizard handler. There have been no suggestions for improvement or change, so nothing is indicating his lack of confidence or support.”

It was a struggle to continue sharpening my claws as if I was unaware of what they were talking about. This was what I had been waiting for. I had absolutely no reservations about having Soranto as my official handler. My ears tufts tilted backwards to listen more intently.

“We’ll just have to leave Taureen’s place earlier than usual. Does he know?”

“I’m messaging him now. If he didn’t before, he will shortly.”

“I can’t see the Elder not speaking with Taureen and Aeria beforehand, although they probably couldn’t say anything and might not have known when he would make his decision.”

“Exactly. I’ll reply to Elder Dairno and ask what time would work best for him.”

Gazing up the tree trunk, I folded my wings tightly and began climbing with my claws. Picking one of the warmer nooks, I curled up to enjoy the heat, hoping it would relax my muscles when all I wanted to do was bounce around in celebration.


Chapter 57

Tessa’s POV:

One perk of having the front door enter right into the living room was that we could see Elder Dairno through the window once he began walking up the path to the house. I remained sprawled out under the heat lamp, although my ear tufts perked up when Soranto went to open the door before he got there.

I lifted my head as Elder Dairno entered and slowly began walking around the living room, examining every tree branch and modification Soranto had put in place for me. His age and quiet dignity radiated off him almost as strongly as the feeling of calmness I had noticed the last time we met.

He paused in front of the sandstone shelf I was on, inspecting the heat lamp closely. His gaze moved to me, and I tilted my head as I trilled inquiringly at him. He offered his hand to me, and I sniffed his fingers before bumping them with my nose. 

His lips tugged up in a slight smile. “You seem quite content here.”

Acting cute, I rolled upside down and trilled sweetly while playfully tapping his fingers with mine. To my surprise, he actually chuckled softly at my actions and gently scratched me under my chin.

It would probably be a good thing if I could charm an Elder. I seemed to be making a surprising amount of progress even though this was only my second time meeting him. I thrummed and leaned into his scratching.

After a few more seconds of scratching, he pulled away and continued his walk around the room. Occasionally, he paused to place his hand into the hollows and resting areas with the red and blue lights as he tested the temperature difference.

He stopped in front of the windows facing the renovated backyard and looked out for quite some time. I doubted he had seen their backyard before, but even if he had, he wouldn’t recognize it at this point.

The small patio was similar, but wall perches adorned the house and somehow seamlessly blended into the trees and shrubs that circled the central open area where my stump stood as a proud centerpiece. A tiny creek bubbled out of the rocks near the fence and flowed into a small pond with a sandy shore.

The ancient Kymari turned and continued his inspection of the house. He noticed that the tree canopy between the living room and kitchen had numerous openings. The kitchen door was open, and he glanced inside to see what the canopy looked like on that side.

I glanced at Soranto and Adeline, although they seemed pleased that he was taking such an interest in their hard work. The Elder walked back over to them as his eyes skimmed the room and ceiling once again.

“Impressive,” he finally declared, turning his focus to Soranto. “It has been a very long time since I have seen this much effort put into making a bond animal comfortable.”

Soranto bowed his head slightly. “Thank you, Elder.”

“Tessa has been remaining with you for the last three weeks on her own accord, correct?”

“Yes, Elder. We have been to Taureen’s home every morning and evening. Each time I go to leave, she flies over without being called.”

“I have heard of your daily trips to the park. Taureen mentioned that she returns to you, not him or Aeria.”

“She rarely stays on Taureen’s or Aeria’s shoulder for long. If we start walking out of the park, she comes to me.”

He slowly nodded. “From the appearance of your house and yard, I can guess the answer, but do you wish to be a handler?”

The Elder’s intense stare and the serious way he asked the question made me blink and sit up to watch more closely. 

Soranto met the Elder’s gaze calmly, although gratitude rang through his voice. “It would be an honor.”

Elder Dairno turned to Adeline. “This choice affects you and your family as well.”

“She is part of my family,” Adeline stated firmly, standing slightly straighter as she also met the Elder’s gaze. Somehow, her stance seemed more formal and almost challenging. 

He wasn’t fazed by her response or posture, and merely watched her for a few rather long seconds. “Very well.”

After a glance towards me, he looked back at Soranto. “Then I give my permission for you to become Tessa’s official handler. The two of you may begin patrols in three days if you wish.”

I felt like cheering and flying in loop de loops, but I managed to restrain myself and remained sitting still.

This time, Soranto inclined his head. “Thank you, Elder.”

“Would you care to visit for a while?” Adeline offered.

“I can stay for a short time.”

“The Elder approved Soranto to be my handler!” I exclaimed, mindlinking Mom, Dad, and Dirk.

“Congratulations!” Mom replied.

“That’s great!” Dad said.

Dirk was last, but still commented, “I’m happy for you.”

“Elder Dairno even said that Soranto’s house was impressive! How often does an Elder use that word? I thought they didn’t compliment people much.”

“I asked Taureen and Aeria,” Mom replied, amusement lacing her voice, “but judging by the blank looks they are exchanging, they are still trying to remember.”

I squirmed deeper into the sand and spread my wings out, trying to hide my glee. “I can even start patrolling in three days! I can finally help hunt down crawlers and sicora!”

My family kept talking with me while the Kymari visited.

   

       I flew excitedly towards Mom, Dad, and Dirk, and we swirled through the air in both a welcome and as a celebration of Soranto’s promotion last night. It felt good to let loose a little without having to mask just how happy I was.

Taureen clapped Soranto on the back. “Congratulations! Are you excited?”

“Oh yeah,” Soranto replied with a big grin. “I never thought I would enjoy this as much as I do. Adeline is also quite happy. She was getting pretty attached to Tessa as time went by.”

“When do you get to go on patrol? Did he say?”

“Two more days. Until then, it’s just the usual routine.”

“Here. Alec dropped this off on his way to the main park this morning.”

“You told Alec?” Soranto asked, taking the case from Taureen.

“No, but he called me shortly after you messaged me. He probably heard a rumor about an Elder visiting your home.”

Mom landed on the end table with a smirk, causing me to guess how the ‘rumor’ had originated. There weren’t many secrets among the dragonets, especially when it came to news like this. Soranto would learn this one day – in three months, to be exact. I was already counting down the days.

The clock was ticking, and I was fully prepared for both Soranto and Adeline to know the truth. I was willing to include Maria too, but that was up to Soranto. Taureen had mentioned that they might not include Maria since the dragonets counted our secret as being very important and she would probably only be at home for another fifteen or twenty years, which wasn’t very long by Kymari standards.

Soranto set the case on the center table and opened it up, revealing a handful of vials and some sort of fist-sized device that tapered to a point. Taking one of the tiny vials of liquid, he held it above his wrist comm while entering something into it. 

After his wrist comm flashed, he put the tiny vial into the device and closed the slot. The machine whirred for a few moments before becoming silent.

“That would be your tracking device,” Mom observed in a neutral voice.

I had forgotten about that detail. All bonded dragonets had one. Dirk and I had ours in our harnesses until we officially had a handler – and I had just gotten mine.

“Will it hurt?” I asked uneasily.

“No. It will just feel like his nail caught the edge of one of your scales. You should fly over if you still want to go through with this. He won’t call you over for something like this, but he also won’t come this close to me.”

Taking a deep breath, I flew the two wingbeats to the center table and landed beside the open case. I sniffed one of the untouched vials in curiosity, but I didn’t see anything besides clear liquid inside. Soranto picked me up and put me on his lap.

I partially stretched my wings, trying to act relaxed in the face of the unknown. Digging through his belt pouch, Soranto pulled out a large chunk of something and put it in front of me. The smell had my nostrils flaring – it was a big slice of dried shia fruit.

Grabbing it, I lay down and began chewing on the semi-hard treat. Soranto petted me with one hand while subtly moving the device behind me. There was a bit of pressure above my back leg and a faint pop that made me jump more than the flicker of discomfort as one of my scales lifted momentarily.

“It’s okay,” Soranto reassured me, moving the device away.

Taureen took the machine and put it into the case. “I’ll have it sterilized later and return it to Alec in a couple of days.”

That was it? My splitting nail had hurt worse. If Mom hadn’t told me about the tracker, I would have never guessed.

“Did you see Alec’s guide on how to set that tracker up?” Aeria inquired, watching me continue to chow down on the piece of fruit. It wasn’t as good as the fresh stuff, but still much better than a lot of things I had eaten lately. Chewier, too.

“Yes. I actually downloaded the software earlier and programmed it. It just needed to synchronize with the proper frequency.”

“Then you are all set. Have you talked with the Port Master about beginning your patrols?”

“I sent him a message yesterday, actually. The schedule isn’t quite set up yet, but we will be able to start in two days.”

Perfect. I settled down on Soranto’s lap, contentedly munching on the fruit while dreaming of what our first patrol might hold.


Chapter 58

Tessa’s POV:

I grumbled faintly as we left the cargo ship. That was the last ship for us to check today, and we had found nothing. Again.

Soranto glanced at me before commenting to Sipar, “Why don’t we swing by the barracks and do a quick walk through the training rooms? We still haven’t found anything, and she is getting a bit frustrated.”

“We finished checking the ships a bit earlier than expected, so there is plenty of time.”

“Am I missing something?” I asked Mom. “It’s been three days, and I still haven’t found anything!”

“It’s quite typical, actually. Crawlers may be unfortunately widespread and invasive, but the vermin aren’t that common. Daisy found one yesterday, but that was it. No one else has found anything these last three days either.”

It was disappointing, to say the least. It was sad to say that my biggest feat on a real spaceship had been when Soranto was fixing it and I had found a dead ktari…

Sipar and Drae got into the shuttle with Soranto. The shuttle didn’t go back to the main port, but headed towards the barracks instead.

As we entered the large building, a deep voice behind us murmured, “Banrai redid the primary rooms yesterday, so it may be a wise idea to stick with the secondary ones.”

My head whipped around, trying to locate the speaker.

“Thanks, Drae,” Soranto replied. “Let’s head to the secondary rooms then. I have no desire to see what Banrai set up to celebrate my promotion.”

My jaw almost dropped – had Drae just spoken? Despite being with us for several weeks while training and on our recent patrols, I had never heard him speak. At least, until now. This only made me wonder just what Banrai had done to the training rooms this time if it was enough for him to break his silence.

It wasn’t long before we appeared at a set of airlock doors. I flicked an ear tuft, unimpressed that I had to come here to have a taste of hunting crawlers and sicora after thoroughly checking nearly a dozen spaceships over the last three days.

Over the next hour, my success at locating two crawlers and a tiny sicora – all of which were hides on mounts – confirmed that there was nothing wrong with my nose. Perhaps I would find a live one tomorrow.

We didn’t go through all the rooms, and it wasn’t long before we headed towards the main park. It was a bit later than usual, but not enough for anyone to mindlink me and ask where I was.

When we reached the treeline, Soranto held his hand up to me. I jumped onto the glove and half-spread my wings in anticipation.

“Go on. Go have some fun.” His arm threw me skywards, and I whistled joyfully as I flew straight up without even a wingbeat to propel me.

Once my momentum slowed, I spread my wings and glided towards the trees. I was tempted to go back for another toss into the air – a game Soranto and I had recently invented – but I only had a limited amount of time to spend with Abby and the other wild dragonets.

“Where are you?” I asked Abby.

She didn’t reply, although I knew she had heard me. That meant one of two things.

“Is she trying to ambush me or cuddling with Dirk?” I asked Glen.

He didn’t even ask who I was referring to. “Cuddling.”

Change of plans, then. “What’s everyone else doing?”

“Most are on the far side of the park today. Some are sunbathing nearby. Three are playing chess. I don’t know if the Ply-Ball players are here yet. I checked a while ago, but the field was still empty.”

“I think I’ll check again, and if they aren’t there, then I may go torment the chess players with my terrible skills.”

“Chess is boring. The sun is nice and warm, so I shall nap for a bit. Let me know if Abby decides to show up.”

I snickered as I flew towards the clearing. Glen and Dad may both have silver scales, but they were complete opposites personality-wise. Dad loved chess; then again, so did Mom. It was a game that neither Abby nor Glen liked.

My ear tufts drooped when I saw that the clearing was empty. Chess didn’t really appeal to me, and I didn’t come to the park to lounge in the sun. 

Landing on a branch, I looked around while wracking my brain for ideas. Even doing patrols for three days with nothing but safe spaceships to show for it was better than being bored in the park.

My eyes paused on a shrub; it was a common type, but its berries were terribly sour. On top of that, the leaves smelled bad if they were disturbed. My lips pulled up as a smile graced my face – it was the type of smile that would have worried anyone who knew me.

If Abby was going to ignore me, then I was going to use her absence to annoy her later on when I was too far away for her to do anything about it. I was sure to get an earful later tonight.

I swooped down to the bush to gather as many leaves and berries as I could carry. Once my arms were full, I took off in the direction of Abby’s burrow. The other night she had told me about finally making a private entrance so she didn’t have to use the main tunnels in her large family’s burrows.

In her pride, she had been thoughtful enough to show me images of it – so I knew exactly where it was.

It was a fairly lengthy flight, although it wasn’t too hard to find the hidden entrance. I rolled the stone away from the entrance and began dragging my treasures into her room. It took a few trips to get it all down through the narrow tunnel. I didn’t want to annoy her whole family, so I pushed enough dirt into the joining tunnel to confine the smell to her room.

There was still plenty of room when I finished, so I went in search of more of the bushes. Fortune was favoring me today; there were several nearby. I ferried more leaves and berries back to her room, snickering a good chunk of the time.

It took me a while to fill it to my satisfaction. Once I finished, I put the rock back and went to check if the Ply-Ball players had arrived.

The clearing was as empty as it had been earlier, so I decided to go hang out with the Kymari handlers and guards while pretending I was innocent. My saving grace was that Abby wouldn’t go back to her room until close to nightfall. I would be safe and sound in Soranto’s – and now my – home by then.

Reaching the meadow, I flew over to Soranto and landed on his glove. I trilled and half-spread my wings, looking at him, then upwards.

With a chuckle, he threw his arm upwards. The ride into the sky was a thrill I never grew tired of. Once gravity reclaimed me, I glided down to land on his glove again. I gave another trill and looked upwards, asking to be tossed into the air.

“Again?” Soranto asked, a grin growing on his face. “Sure. Here you go!” He threw me skyward.

After the fifth repetition, Sipar idly commented, “If you attach some weights to your wrist, that might actually classify as a workout after an hour or so.”

“I’m hoping that she tires of it before then,” Soranto replied, “although this is preferable to a lot of other things she could be doing.”

“Like trying to stuff caterpillars into your armor?” Sadria asked dryly.

“Exactly.”

After a dozen more tosses, I landed on Soranto’s shoulder pad. I looked around for a bit before jumping down onto his lap and digging through his larger belt pouch. Finding the container of fruit, I pulled it out and began trying to pry the lid off.

“She certainly is a busy little girl,” Sadria said.

“I am well aware of that. She stays on my shoulders during our patrols, so I have no problem with her burning energy during other times.”

“I somehow doubt sugary fruit is going to help with that problem.”

“Her energy keeps things entertaining. I suspect her exuberant youthful energy will phase out over the next year, so I’m enjoying it while I can.”

With a faint pop, the lid finally came loose, allowing me to push it to the side and start picking out pieces of fruit. Soranto was very good at selecting my snacks; there was lots of cantaloupe. 

Sipar leaned over and snagged the lid, turning it over. “I’m surprised she managed to get this off. This type of lid is notoriously hard for young children to open.”

“That was why I originally bought it. I tried a few other brands as well. The twist lock ones still keep her out, but she is very ingenious and persistent if there is something inside she wants.”

“Is there a lot you have to keep her out of?”

“Not really. We got rid of anything potentially toxic, so it’s just the better treats at this point.”

“Lots of hiding places?”

“And airtight containers so she can’t pick up their scent.”

Most of the Kymari were grinning or chuckling at this point. The ‘better treats’ were certainly sunburst berries and possibly even shia fruit. I made a mental note to try and locate these hiding spots or catch them putting the treats away.

When I finished my snack, Soranto got to his feet and asked Taureen, “Are you and Aeria still coming over later tonight to visit?”

“Yes, for an hour or so.”

“I’ll see you then.”

We left the park, and Drae and Sipar travelled with us until we reached Soranto’s home. With their shift over, they went their separate ways as we went inside.

Soranto removed my harness and went to hang it up before pausing and bringing it closer to his nose for a moment. “I’ll have to wash this. I’m not sure what you rolled in, but I hope you don’t do it again.”

I flew over to the heat lamp on the sandstone shelf, purposefully keeping focused on it so he couldn’t see my huge grin. Curling up beneath the heat lamp, I settled down for a bit.

Later in the afternoon, Adeline and Maria came home just before Taureen, Aeria, and my family arrived. It was a normal evening as we visited for a while. Our guests eventually left as they returned to their own home.

I still hadn’t heard anything from Abby.

It was getting late, and the sun was beginning to approach the horizon. As a precaution, I grabbed a few toys and flew up to my usual sleeping spot. If I laughed too hard, I could always toss one out the small opening and pretend I was just playing by myself. Not my shiny gem, though. It might break or crack in a fall like that. Besides, it had only been in this house for a few days. It would be terrible to break it so soon.

It wasn’t something I had done before, but it was the best excuse I could come up with.

I had barely settled down when Abby’s mindvoice blasted through my head. “What in the hell did you do! How many freaking leaves and stinkin’ berries did you stuff in here?”

I buried my face in my hand to muffle my laughter, although it would ring quite clearly across the mindlink. “A few.” I tossed a toy out the opening, just to make sure that Soranto didn’t think I was in distress with the muffled noises.

“A few, my ass! The entire tunnel was packed full! And I’m still digging them out!”

“I put a lot of effort into that, I’ll have you know.”

“You are so lucky you’re not in the park. Or I would fly over there and drag you back to make you pull all this out!”

“Soranto already proclaimed that my harness stunk and washed it. That smell really lingers, but you’ll be happy to know that it doesn’t stick to your scales. Feel free to fly over at any point. There are plenty of sleeping places here, and I’m sure Soranto would let you in.”

“He might let me in, but I doubt he would let me murder you.”

“Very unlikely. He is my handler.”

“Just wait until you come back to the park…”

She fell silent, and I didn’t re-establish the connection. She still had a lot of leaves to dig out if she hadn’t gotten to her room and discovered the piles and piles of sour berries hidden beneath the tightly packed leaves. 

Perhaps it was a good thing that rain was forecasted for the next two afternoons. It might give her time to calm down. Maybe. Hopefully.


Chapter 59

Tessa’s POV:

My nostrils flared as a growl left my throat as soon as we entered the fourth level of the cargo ship. I sat up and looked around alertly. Part of me despised that smell and was furious it dared to even come near my planet, although a tiny part of me was relieved that I had finally found my first live crawler.

All I had to do now was locate its exact position. The captain glanced back at me as he walked beside Sipar. Behind us, Drae was a silent shadow with a phaser in his hand.

When we reached the first junction, Soranto stopped. I leapt off his shoulder to check each of the doors before hovering in front of one.

“Tessa, shoulder.”

I flew back to his shoulder, and we went the way I had indicated. At each junction, I guided them to the strongest smell. The further we went, the worse the smell became. I took a deep breath to make sure that there was only one on this level.

Within ten minutes, my chest constantly vibrated from my continuous faint growl. We had to be getting close. I couldn’t believe how much worse the live ones smelled compared to the old hides. Even the dead crawler we had encountered during our first training session had lacked the sharp musk that the live creatures possessed.

No wonder the bonded dragonets had no desire to return to the park when they could hunt down these things and keep them from getting loose on the planet. A hive had appeared once on this planet, and I planned on doing all I could to prevent another one.

My nose led us to a small, dusty storage area with shelves and boxes. Soranto clipped my leash onto me now that we had likely found the source.

“There is no other exit,” Sipar said. “Wait out here while I do a quick check.”

Leaving the door open, Sipar began investigating each shelf and cautiously checking behind boxes while the rest of us stood outside the door and watched. Using his spear, he shifted boxes on the bottom shelf.

Movement on the top shelf had me hissing and flaring my wings. The instant he heard my hiss, Sipar jumped back towards the door. A glowing ball of blue energy whizzed past us – courtesy of Drae – and struck the emerging crawler. 

The boxes above kept shifting as the crawler tried to escape. It was injured, but not dead. Even though I couldn’t actually see the creature, my hiss was fierce enough to make Sipar and Soranto glance at me.

Sipar raised his phaser and waited for it to show itself again. The shifting boxes stopped moving in one corner, and the stillness grated on my nerves. Sipar extended his spear and poked the boxes overhead again.

The crawler began crawling up the wall with surprising speed. It wasn’t fast enough to avoid the two phaser blasts, though. The charred remains that dropped back onto the shelf didn’t have much in common with the pest I had just seen.

My growl trailed off now that it was dead. After a few moments, I shook myself off and sat down, gazing up at the shelf.

“It’s dead. Are you okay with having your crew cleaning up that mess?” Sipar asked the captain.

The cat-like creature nodded, its fur still unusually flat in stress. “Yes. I will send someone.”

“Then let’s continue checking the other levels in case more are hidden.”

It took several hours before the ship was declared to be cleared and safe to unload its cargo in the cities. It had been the last ship of the day, and I rearranged my wings uneasily when I realized what our next destination would be.

The sun was shining, so anyone who opened their eyes would know that we would be going to the main park at this time of the day. However, I doubted that very many were aware that Abby hadn’t mindlinked me once over the last two days. My attempts to bridge the brewing plot of vengeance had been met with silence.

Dirk refused to answer my questions, although his replies had a tinge of anticipation underneath. Glen claimed that he was bound to silence on the threat of getting the same treatment that was coming my way. Such a claim did not reassure me. That green dragonet could be tenacious – and she had been planning her revenge for nearly three entire days.

I was going to have to approach this situation very carefully. Hopefully, my preparations would be sufficient to thwart the worst of her wrath. Just to be on the safe side, I would let her dunk me in the creek a few times so she felt like she actually did something.

When we reached the park, I carefully scanned the trees, although it would be nearly impossible to spot a green dragonet waiting in ambush. Especially if she had cajoled her brother and mine into helping her. She also had other sisters and brothers who might have gotten a whiff of the leaves when she unblocked the tunnel joining her room to the main family tunnel system.

“Go on.” Soranto offered his hand in case I wanted to be tossed into the air. With a deep breath, I climbed onto his hand. The thrill of the ride skyward was shadowed by what might be waiting for me.

I flew towards the trees to keep things looking normal for the Kymari, but once I entered the forest, I darted upwards and soared above the trees.

“Where are you?” I asked Abby. “I brought you a present.”

My attempt to deliver my peace-offering was met with more silence, which I had fully expected.

I elaborated, “It’s a piece of shia fruit and two slightly squished sunburst berries.”

With immense reluctance, she replied, “Shia fruit?” 

The fruit was unobtainable to the wild dragonets, but all of them had heard about it. It was a temptation of the ultimate level – and almost painful for me to share.

“Yes. Only a small piece, but it was all I could smuggle out without Soranto noticing.”

“Fine,” she relented unwillingly. “I’ll tell Dirk and Glen that they can abandon the trap. Meet me where the apple tree fell across the creek.”

No tint of a lie colored her voice. Exhaling in relief, I altered my flight to hand over my treasures.

The green dragonet was waiting impatiently for me on the fallen tree. I glided down and landed some distance from her, wary that she might change her mind now that I was in sight.

Reaching between my harness and stomach scales, I pulled out a big folded leaf and opened it. The peach and blue colored piece of fruit wasn’t exactly at its prime, but it hadn’t fared as badly as I had feared. The sunburst berries had been very squished to fit into my harness and looked pretty sad.

I set the leaf down and backed up. Abby’s nostrils flared and her eyes dilated slightly as she picked up the scents. Coming over to the treats, she wolfed down the sticky berries first, then turned to the slab of shia fruit.

She gave it a careful lick before grabbing it in both hands and nibbling on it, trying to make it last even though she probably just wanted to cram it into her mouth as fast as possible.

When she finished, she licked her hands and the leaf clean of any juices. She nosed the leaf off the tree trunk, checking for any missed pieces or drops of juice.

“Do you have any more?” she asked, sounding hopeful.

“My harness isn’t that loose, and it’s a small miracle that Soranto didn’t notice. Although, with my luck, he likely did and just didn’t comment on it.”

“I asked Dirk to bring me a piece once. He said Taureen may hand out sunburst berries, but not shia fruit.”

“It’s something they only give to dragonets who know they want to stay with the Kymari. Dirk and I didn’t get to taste it until just last month. Even when you go with Taureen and Aeria, you won’t get it regularly until you choose a handler and go with them, but that’s a long process.”

“I’ve never tasted anything that good.”

“That’s why I brought it. Am I forgiven?”

“Mostly. Today, you are going to let me score all of the Ply-Ball goals, and you still owe me another piece of shia fruit.”

“I can easily agree to the Ply-Ball, but sneaking a piece of fruit inside my harness isn’t exactly the easiest task. I had a lucky break this morning when Soranto looked over his shoulder while talking with Adeline.”

“I’ll give you a month to manage it. It almost kills me to know that you get to eat that every day, and I don’t even get a sliver.”

“Not every day. Maybe every three or four days. It’s a rare treat. Sunburst berries are much easier for me to charm out of Soranto.”

“You forget that my room still smells of those horrendous leaves. You have one month to bring me a piece of shia fruit.”

I sighed. “Fine, but it won’t be very big.”

“The size of my palm, at least.”

“Deal.” A piece that small might be more manageable since I could cram it in my mouth and drop it into my water dish when I pretended to get a drink. Later on, I could fish it out and wrap it in a leaf. I just wouldn’t tell Abby how I snuck it past Soranto.

“Let’s go play Ply-Ball! Dirk told me they just arrived!”

I quickly followed in the wake of her wings, being very polite and not passing her even though I usually loved to beat her to any destination and rub it in.


Chapter 60

Tessa’s POV:

I lifted my head to examine the huge cargo ship we were approaching. One this size would take most of the afternoon for us to clear. I kind of hoped I would find something. It had been four days since I found my second crawler.

My ear tufts perked up when I spotted the person waiting for us. It wasn’t a race I had seen before; its skin was brown and oddly shiny. Its four legs and two arms had more in common with an insect than with the Kymari or dragonets. 

My Blood Memories identified it as a Brult. Not exactly the smartest race around, but they were highly cooperative and avid traders. Their fighting skills were rather lacking, and they didn’t like conflict. The Kymari’s refusal to take advantage of their lesser intelligence made the Brult prefer to trade in their cities and go to great lengths to find things the Kymari liked.

Two huge compound eyes watched us come within speaking distance. Its voice was oddly squeaky and heavily accented in a higher pitch. “Welcome! Welcome! Good day to you! You checking flyer for bad bugs?”

“Yes. We check your ship for crawler bugs,” Soranto replied slowly and clearly, enunciating his words. “Tour, please.”

“Yes! Yes! Happy to have flyer checked for bad crawler bug! This way! This way!”

I wasn’t able to tell if it was male or female, but it was clearly enthusiastic and happy to have us on board. Its four feet clicked on the floor as it scuttled over to open the door for us. ‘Walk’ was not a word I could ever use for how its three-jointed legs bent and swivelled. It was both fascinating and creepy at the same time.

It guided us onto some sort of moving box with wheels that drove down the corridors. The sides were about waist-high on the Kymari. There were no seats, so Soranto and the guards stood with one hand holding onto the top of the sides for extra balance. I gripped Soranto’s shoulder pad as we started moving.

Our guide chattered happily as it steered the bizarre vehicle, trying to figure out what its guests wanted to talk about.

“Lots of shiny stones from Jbar planet! Good metal cloth, too! You look for anything?”

“Do you have fruit or power tools?”

“Some fruit! Not much. All very good fruit, though. No tools this trip. Taking many metal boxes to Klet planet past next four stars.”

“Just a quick stop, then?”

“Short time stop! Some trade. Will get lists for next trip – then come back with lots!”

It was actually hard to keep from grinning at the creature’s excited outlook. I sniffed the air again, but didn’t smell any crawlers or sicora. We weren’t moving that swiftly, but it was still much faster than the Kymari usually walked. 

We occasionally passed a Brult, and most were… jogging? at a rather fast pace. Their speed on foot emphasized that this vehicle was for moving cargo or as a courteous ride for visitors.

This trader was definitely aiming for the latter reason, readily discussing any subject Soranto brought up.

“Is this your first trip here?”

“Yes! New flyer! Strong enough to fly this far! Happy to be here! Hope to return soon!”

“Where did you come from? Before Jbar?”

“Very far! Tohr! Carry metal boxes long way! Fruit from Jbar – very fresh! Almost done first trip! Then come back!”

“That is a long trip. Your new ship work well?”

“Very well! Very well! Can ride star wind! Save power! Carries lots!”

They continued talking, although the conversation got a bit stilted at times due to the language barrier.

We checked each level, and once it was considered cleared, the vehicle entered an elevator to go to the next level. Listening to the Brult made it a very entertaining trip, and I was almost sad when we reached the last level.

The doors opened, and the air made my claws extend as I growled deeply at the potent smell of a crawler.

Our guide looked at me sadly. “It… mad? Why?” 

“Smells bad crawler bug,” Soranto clarified.

It was clearly troubled. “Had vent check on Jbar. Bad bug bad for trade. Can find?”

“That’s what we are here for.”

“Please find! Please find! Not want bad bug.”

“We’ll help. Keep driving, but more slowly. Stop when I say stop.”

“I drive! Tell me what need!”

It followed the long corridor to a junction.

“Stop, please.”

The vehicle rolled to a stop where the passageways all met.

Soranto looked at me. “Find it.”

With a faint growl, I jumped into the air to circle, coming to a hover in front of one opening.

“Tessa, shoulder.”

I flew back, staring down that corridor with another low growl.

“Drive that way, please.”

“Yes! Yes!” Our guide might not have ever seen a dragonet before, but it didn’t even have to ask which way Soranto was referring to. Which was kind of the point of our hovering and staring.

We drove for a long way before my head whipped backwards, and I growled back the way we had come.

“Stop. Can you back up to the last door, please?”

“Yes! Yes!” He reversed the box to a door. “This one?”

“Find it,” Soranto told me.

A quick flight past the door confirmed that it was the correct one. I landed on the floor and scratched at it lightly. This door was only wide enough for one, maybe two, people to walk through. The vehicle wouldn’t fit.

Soranto vaulted over the side of the vehicle, not bothering to use the door. “Tessa, shoulder.” 

I returned to him as the others all came out of the vehicle.

“What’s in there?” Soranto asked, gesturing to the closed door.

“Big room! Cargo. Metal boxes. Lots of boxes! Bad bug in there?”

“Looks like it. Is the air good in there?”

“Yes! Yes! All rooms fixed to good air! Can go in!”

Sipar came forward and opened the door cautiously, his phaser at the ready. After a quick visual scan, he pushed the door farther open as he went in. 

Our guide followed him, looking around. I wondered what the world looked like through those strange eyes. Soranto went next, inspecting the neatly stacked rows of square metal crates. They were larger than what I was familiar with; each one was probably three times as tall as a Kymari. The massive boxes towering over us made me feel extremely tiny.

There were a lot of crates in the massive room. This was not going to be a fun search. Even the unflappable Drae looked slightly less than thrilled at the size of the task awaiting us. Although I knew that they wouldn’t give up until they found what we were searching for.

We walked along the front row, waiting for me to determine which corner the scent was stronger in. The room reeked, making it hard to tell. I kept sniffing the air.

Soranto slowed down and walked closer to the crates with a frown. He ran his hand lightly over the swirls and designs that were etched into the entire side of a crate. 

“This pattern… Can we open the crate?” 

“Yes! Yes! Will open! Look all you like!” It came forward and began checking the sides. After a few seconds, it grew flustered. “Where handle? How open?”

A faint hum sounded as the etched design began to glow. Soranto cursed and jumped back just as the crate exploded with enough force to send us and fragments of the metal sides flying. The blast knocked me off Soranto’s shoulder and sent me tumbling through the air. My flared wings strained to slow my fall, but I still rolled several times when I hit the floor. Huge pieces of metal barrelled past me – barely missing me.

The Kymari were thrown against the nearby wall, although my ears were ringing too loudly from the noise of the explosion to hear the impact. The room doubled as it began spinning around me, and my head weaved in strange patterns when I lifted it. My claws scraped against the metal floor, trying to find some grip as I attempted to stagger to my feet.

The double vision made it hard to focus, but I still saw the two crates stacked on top of the damaged one begin toppling forward. The metal crates screeched as they collided with the wall and began tumbling straight down. 

The Kymari were already scrambling to their feet and managed to stumble out of the way. I cried out as the huge crates tumbled towards our guide, who was still trying to get up. 

Drae managed to snag the Brult by the arm and dragged him backwards as the crates crashed down between us with a bang that made my head pound. The vibrations were almost strong enough to knock me off my shaking legs, and I struggled to remain standing. The topmost crate teetered towards the far side and – by some miracle – twisted so that it was jammed between the wall and the still standing rows of crates. 

“Tessa!” Soranto cried out. 

My head came up to seek him, desperately hoping that he was alright. He was on this side of the fallen crates and heading towards me in a shaky, limping jog. Relief flooded through me; other than a few small cuts and scrapes, he seemed unharmed despite the shrapnel and being flung against the metal wall rather harshly. 

Behind him, some sort of machine was rising out of the remains of the exploded crate. My eyes widened when the etched patterns on the two fallen boxes began glowing a sinister orange color. I screeched an alarm call and flattened myself against the floor.

Both crates exploded with the force of the first one. Like a leaf in the wind, I was blown against the wall and then rolled around far too many times. It was a struggle to curl up and keep my wings tight against my sides as the force kept pushing me further. Small bits of metal caught in the same whirlwind clicked against my scales, while some larger debris struck my wings and sides nearly hard enough to crack my scales.

When I finally came to a stop, my ears rang loudly. I simply lay on the ground and tried to catch my breath. My head pounded, and I was far too dizzy to even try lifting my head to search for Soranto. My chest felt tight from the blast – like I had the wind knocked out of me. 

Through the ringing in my ears, I dimly heard more booms echo across the room. My heart was racing, but I couldn’t seem to suck enough air into my lungs. A smaller burst of wind sent me rolling into the wall once more.

My mind went black.


Chapter 61

Tasha’s POV:

I yawned, glad that we had finished checking our last spaceship for the day. Taureen began walking towards the main park.

“Are you at the park yet?” I asked Keegan.

“Almost there.”

I rested my head on the edge of Taureen’s shoulder pad; it wouldn’t be long before I would see Keegan. Once the children went off to play, we could wander away for some quiet time. Finding time with no one else around had become much harder after we had kids, and it only made us realize how much we missed the ability to simply curl up and snuggle by ourselves. 

A distant siren made me lift my head and search for the source with narrowed eyes. 

“Is it coming from one of the spaceships?” I asked Taureen, who had also stopped and turned around to regard the distant spaceships high in the sky above us.

A blossom of yellow and orange flames erupted from the bottom of the largest spaceship. I jumped to my feet, staring up at it with wide eyes. 

Before I could even ask another question, Vick was checking his wrist comm. “They have no idea what’s going on. It’s a Brult ship. They never transport weapons or dangerous materials.”

Taureen began searching for information on his own wrist comm. “Soranto and Tessa either just finished checking that ship, or they were still onboard. The emergency crews are already on their way-” 

I tuned him out while desperately calling, “Tessa! Are you alright?”

My blood ran cold as it bounced back. She was either unconscious, heavily sleeping, or dead – and I had no way of telling which.

“My calls aren’t going through!” I cried, letting Taureen and Keegan hear. 

“I can’t reach her either!” Keegan replied, equally as frantic. He would be able to see the spaceship as well I could. Aeria and the two guards would be getting updates just as quickly as Taureen and his two companions.

Taureen was rapidly typing something into his wrist comm. “The shuttle they took up hasn’t returned. Soranto isn’t responding to my calls either.”

He turned and began running back towards the main port building. My claws dug into his shoulder pad as I hung on and hoped that my daughter was alright. The flames had disappeared, and shuttles from the port below were rocketing up toward the ship. More shuttles were dropping out of the spaceship – and promptly disappeared.

I shared the mental image of the dozens of small, vanishing shuttles with Taureen, adding my feelings of confusion while trying to control the panic I was feeling. The Kymari’s invisibility cloaking technology was nothing new to me, but I had never seen them use it on a shuttle. It seemed very dangerous to cloak so many ships when at least a hundred rescue shuttles were rapidly closing the distance.

Taureen glanced up at the distant shuttles. “Those aren’t Kymari vessels.”

“They might have had hitchhikers,” Vick said, glaring daggers at the scene above.

“I saw at least thirty before they disappeared. That is a lot of people and supplies to hide.” Taureen replied shortly.

“It’s a cargo ship.” Tran retorted. “Three-quarters of their space is full of supplies and hiding places.”

We were forced to slow down as we got closer to the building due to the sheer number of people also coming to help. Many were carrying weapons or heavy-looking bags. Smaller shuttles whizzed through the air above, landing near the building and letting more Kymari out. I kept trying to reach Tessa by the mindlink, but still couldn’t get through.

My ear tufts pinned back as I growled faintly at the press of people, but I wanted to know where Tessa was more than I wanted my rather large bubble of personal space left intact. Taureen flowed in with the crowd, allowing us to hear shouted instructions.

“Fighters to the East Wing! Medical personnel down Corridor B! Other emergency responders to the Northeast Wing! All others to the West Wing!”

The crowd barely slowed as they split up, leaving the person to repeat his instructions again to those now within earshot. Vick and Tran flanked Taureen as we went down a hallway.

A female Kymari standing in the hall asked us, “What skills do you have and how may they assist?”

Taureen replied, “Fire lizard handler. Another fire lizard handler was on the spaceship, and I am well acquainted with his bond animal if he is injured. My side guards can assist wherever their particular skills lie, but the bond animal will also likely allow their touch as well.”

Her eyes flickered to me momentarily. “Your companion won’t be allowed near the spaceship until it is deemed safe and secure. If you wish to wait in one of the side rooms, we can keep you updated. Your guards can join the infiltration teams. There is nothing preventing them from changing their priorities if we locate the bond animal and its handler.”

Taureen spoke to Vick and Tran. “Please keep me updated.”

They nodded seriously and took off at a run, heading through a different door. Shaking my head, I chittered my agitation and lashed my tail. Taureen stroked my shoulder as he walked up the hallway and went through a different door, which led into a small room. He closed the door behind us.

Finally, in the privacy of the tiny room with no observers, I screeched my internal anguish. I didn’t know if my daughter lived or not. It tore at me – and I could do nothing to help! Pulling me into his arms, Taureen cradled me against his chest in an attempt to comfort me.

“Can you hear her yet? Do you have any idea what happened?”

“It keeps bouncing back! I’ve been trying non-stop. She was fine at lunchtime, but I haven’t tried to speak with her since. Keegan can’t get through, either.” My worry and turmoil saturated my mindvoice. 

Taureen knew what the bounceback meant, and his jaw clenched with his own anger and pain. We waited in silence for any update or for Aeria to arrive.

“We are almost there! Where are you?” 

Taureen also heard Keegan’s voice and sent the directions to Aeria’s wrist comm. The silence seemed far too loud, and was finally broken when Keegan spoke again.

“We are outside the door.”

I climbed up to Taureen’s shoulder as he opened the door to let Aeria, Keegan, and Dirk come in. Rhay and Sadria were absent, likely on their way to the spaceship to try and locate Tessa and Soranto.

“Any news?” Aeria asked.

“Nothing yet. The city’s shields are set to activate at a moment’s notice, and the turrets are at full power.”

An idea occurred to me, and I turned my head to look at Taureen with sudden hope. “Can you access Tessa’s tracker?” The elaborate piece of technology would be able to tell us her vital signs and even her exact location.

“The frequency is only keyed to Soranto’s wrist comm,” Taureen said, pressing buttons on his wrist comm again, “but, Soranto’s wrist comm will have some basic sensors. I won’t be able to access the information, but Adeline can request it from the medical groups. I’ll send her a message.”

Seconds after he sent the message, his wrist comm flashed, indicating an incoming call. When he touched a button, Adeline’s voice came out. “Taureen, I was just about to call you. Have you heard anything?”

“Just that Soranto and Tessa were on that spaceship. If I can ask, what is his wrist comm transmitting?”

“That’s why I opened a voice dialogue with you, so I can watch my messages. They are trying to tap into his wrist comm right now. There is some sort of interference with the signal. It’s causing a lot of problems and slowing their efforts. Can I wait with you or Aeria? I’m ready to kill something, and I need a friend to keep my feet on the ground and prevent me from joining the fighters with my fusion blaster.”

Aeria took a step closer. “Come join us, Adeline. We are in the main port. Just leave the blaster behind. I’ll send you our exact location.”

“Thank you, Aeria. I’m almost back to the city, so I shouldn’t be much- Oh! The message came in. He’s alive! His pulse is rapid and shallow; they aren’t sure if he is conscious, but he’s definitely alive and stable. None of the other readings are coming through, so his wrist comm might have been damaged.”

“We’ll see you soon then.” Aeria promised before the display on Taureen’s wrist comm dimmed as the call ended.

I exhaled in relief. If Soranto was alive, then there was a good chance Tessa was too. My worry immediately flooded back as I wondered how close they had been to the explosion to damage Soranto’s wrist comm and alter his pulse. 

“Tessa!” 

My call echoed back once more. I closed my eyes, fervently hoping that she was okay.

Taureen’s wrist comm beeped again.

“We have an update.” He was quiet for a moment as he read. His muscles tensed as he exhaled very slowly, as if trying to contain his reaction. That alone made me tense up.

“What is it?” Aeria asked.

“Not many details yet. They believe that at least fifty Votaks arranged for a large shipment of ‘crates’ to be transported across the Kymari territory – and they happened to hide inside these crates. Once the crates were stacked and secured, the Votaks removed the joining walls and joined the halves of their small shuttles together. They have some sort of new stealth cloak that our scanners can’t detect.”

A growl rumbled through my chest at the thought of the white aliens. The Votaks were unwelcome and forbidden to enter the Kymari’s territory. The last time they had snuck into this corner of the galaxy, they had located Earth and wiped out the humans in their attempt to get established in this corner of space.

The Kymari had fought them off and settled here now that the original intelligent race was gone. It infuriated me that the Votaks had the gall to return – especially since they might have harmed my daughter.

“Are they trying to track the shuttles?” Keegan asked.

“Until they find a scanning frequency that can detect or bypass the cloaking shield – and one of the devices has already been taken to one of our testing labs – we won’t be able to locate them until they drop their cloak.” Taureen’s voice was tight, which didn’t help ease my worries.

His wrist comm beeped again. “They found Sipar and Drae. Sipar is badly burned and unconscious. He has at least two broken bones and several cracked ribs. The teams are rushing him to the hospital. Drae is conscious, although he has several deep cuts from flying shrapnel. He was trying to get to his feet when they found him, but he isn’t in good shape. Nothing about Tessa or Soranto yet.”

Before I could reply, another beep heralded the arrival of more information. 

Taureen slowly spoke, almost as if in dread. “Soranto and Tessa aren’t on the ship.”

My eyes flew open. My voice was flat and enraged. “What?” Perhaps I needed to borrow Adeline’s fusion blaster.

“They ran a bio-scanner, and there is nothing of organic nature in the lower half of the ship that they haven’t located in person. Soranto’s wrist comm is malfunctioning, but it’s occasionally relaying his pulse. He isn’t on that spaceship, and they have confirmed that he hasn’t entered any port or hospital on this side of the planet.”

My words came slowly, with a deadly undertone. “Are you telling me that those filthy vermin kidnapped my daughter and her handler?”

“That is what they are assuming. They are trying to use any solar wind detectors to look for unusually tiny readings. It might give us another lead on where all those shuttles went.”

I growled incoherently, wishing I could flame something– not only did they likely harm my daughter, but they had the audacity to kidnap her as well. If I ever found them, they would swiftly learn why it wasn’t wise to come between a mother and her child.

Aeria’s wrist comm beeped. “Adeline’s here.” 

She opened the door, and Adeline walked in. The fire in her eyes and her fluid movements gave me pause, silencing my growl. I hadn’t thought it possible, but now I wondered if her anger at this moment surpassed mine.

“Did you see that last update?” Adeline asked, her tone slightly clipped although she was trying to be polite.

“Yes. Have you heard anything more?” Aeria inquired.

“Not really. I’ve alerted both his family and mine. Some of our relatives work as patrollers, so they are coming as fast as they can. I’ve contacted almost everyone I know. It’s been centuries since a Votak managed to injure a Kymari – and I want to know how those pillaging thieves got their grubby hands on a cloaking device that we have never seen before!”

“I think there are a lot of questions our fighters will be asking them once they catch one of them,” Taureen said firmly.

“That had better be sooner rather than later.”

I was fully in agreement with Adeline on that sentiment.


Chapter 62

Tessa’s POV:

The sound of strange voices speaking in a weird language woke me up. My head and body hurt, so I didn’t try to move just yet. My ear tufts flicked slightly at the unusual words and accent. I had never heard it before, yet could understand it perfectly due to the Blood Memories.

“We’re almost there. Is there any sign of pursuit?”

A rather creaky voice replied, “Negative. Two were almost caught, but self-destructed to avoid capture.”

“A preferable way to go considering the events that just occurred.”

“Tessa…” Mom called longingly, as if not expecting a response. There was a pause as shock rolled down the mindlink. “Tessa! You’re awake! Are you alright? Where are you?”

“I just woke up. What happened?” Things seemed a bit foggy and didn’t make sense.

“Can you show me where you are?”

Slowly lifting my head, I blinked bleary eyes to clear them. It was a tiny shuttle; barely big enough for the two white-skinned aliens sitting side by side in the front. Peeking over my shoulder, I confirmed that I was in the back, stuck inside some sort of small cage made from metal bars.

I shared the images with Mom. “Where am I? Where’s Soranto?”

“That’s what we’re trying to figure out. Are you able to see outside any window?”

There were no side windows, but if I lifted my head against the top bars and peered between the two aliens, I could see a glimpse of inky blackness out the front window. 

I sent her that image as well as telling her, “One of them said we were almost ‘there’, but I don’t know where it is. They don’t see anyone following either.”

“Are you hurt at all?”

After a quick check, I replied, “Just sore. My head hurts, and I have a few cracked scales.” My wings hadn’t been broken or injured during all of my tumbling, which was a small miracle I was grateful for.

Her relief was almost a physical force. “Taureen is asking if you can send him a mindlink of what the controls look like.”

“I can’t see them.” I re-sent the image of the back of the two aliens towering over me, including Taureen in the mindlink this time.

I laid back down on the hard floor, hoping my aches would go away. The cage was barely big enough for me to stand in. It was pulling up Blood Memories of the scientists in the lab, and it made me uneasy. I didn’t trust the Votaks.

Mom kept the mindlink open with trickles of emotion and let me rest. I was grateful for the mindlink – it made me feel less alone. Along the edges, I could feel Dad and Dirk, although they didn’t say anything and just sent relief and love across. 

“Bay doors are opening.”

Lifting my head as high as I could, I managed to make out a cratered grey surface and the edge of a rather dark hole. I sent the image to Mom, Dad, Dirk, Taureen, and Aeria. 

My eyes widened as the hole took over more and more of the window – before plunging us into darkness. The lack of light grated on my nerves, although dim illumination from the control panel faintly silhouetted the two Votaks. Dim yellow lights appeared outside as the Votaks opened up the side doors.

A Votak slid his chair forward to grab my cage. I hissed at him, pinning my ear tufts back. He shook the cage slightly, making me fall down as my claws skidded across the slippery bottom. Scrambling back to my feet, I backed up against the rear wall while growling at him.

Something flew out of the shuttle and landed on his shoulder. It vaguely looked like a blue macaw from the Aralias Gardens, but it had two tiny front arms folded against its chest. Its feathery tail was long like a lizard’s and ended in a tuft.

“There was nothing like that on Earth before,” the parrot-lizard thing said aloud as it leaned over to look at me. Its creaky voice allowed me to identify it as one of the earlier speakers.

“I don’t recognize it either. Perhaps it might be one of the chimeras. We’ll find out more when we get to the lab. At least we got something out of this unexpected development. I didn’t plan on coming here until we built our base on Tohr.”

A growl shook my chest. I wasn’t sure exactly what these three were up to, but I wanted no part of it. The group walked down narrow, poorly lit corridors that resembled a maze. The one carrying my cage went into a room as the other Votak kept going.

Unceremoniously, he plunked my cage on a counter. The one wall was made of numerous screens, buttons, controls, and things I couldn’t identify. Pulling open a drawer, he pulled out a tiny pair of pliers and a small tool with a small suction cup on the end.

He turned and approached the cage. My ear tufts went back as I snarled at him. My fear and anger were probably transmitting across the mindlink that I was still maintaining, and I could feel my family’s own rage rising. My growing panic interfered with my concentration, severing the mindlink without me holding it open on my end.

In a desperate attempt to stop the Votak, I exhaled hard – but no flames appeared. The Votak placed the tools beside my cage and grabbed something that resembled the humans’ potato masher. It folded and slid between the bars before flaring out and pushing me against the back of the cage.

I shrieked and struggled, but it only took him a few seconds to pin me firmly. My already-sore joints ached with the pressure. He grabbed the pliers first, and I screeched when I felt the sharp pain of a scale being pulled out. After he plucked three scales, he put down the pliers and picked up the suction cup tool.

My attempts to squirm free only resulted in more pressure pinning me against the hard bars of the cage. My chest hurt, and it was getting hard to pull in a full breath. The suction cup tool pushed against my upper flank and another sharp pain made me hiss and try to struggle again.

After too many seconds, the pain stopped, and he removed the suction cup. To my immense relief, he also took the pinning tool away as well. I hissed at him again, although it was short-lived since I needed to catch my breath.

If he took any notice, I couldn’t tell. The parrot-lizard creature seemed amused and clacked his beak. 

“Feisty, isn’t it?” the parrot commented.

“I’m not terribly surprised,” the Votak said in a bored tone. “Apus, can you start the secondary analyzers while I prepare this?”

“Sure thing, Claas.”

The parrot flew over and picked up my scales in hands that were a smaller version of its feet. Flying over to one of the control panels, it landed on a perch and began putting my scales into different parts of the machine.

Belatedly, I sent reassurance down the mindlink so my family knew I was still alive. I really wanted to get out of here. The bars weren’t wide enough for my head to fit through to investigate the lock on my cage. Neither of my captors were looking in my direction, so I stuck my hand above where I thought the latch might be and felt around for a latch or handle. 

The surface was smooth without any indentations, buttons, or handles. I pulled my hand back before I got caught. Turning around in the cramped space, I leaned against the bars, subtly testing if they were loose.

Nothing shifted or even creaked. I wasn’t sure if I could get out, and that was saying something since Taureen and Aeria had introduced us to almost any handle or latch they could locate.

I mindlinked Mom, Dad, Taureen, and Aeria all of the images and what I had tried. 

After a few seconds, Mom replied, “Taureen thinks it’s a pressure lock. You won’t be strong enough to open it.”

“Any other suggestions?”

“Try not to make them too angry. Votaks aren’t known for their patience and can be quick to lash out.”

“Is Soranto okay?” 

“We know he survived, but that’s about it.”

My ear tufts lowered in worry. “Was he captured like me?”

“Very likely,” Mom reluctantly replied, clearly wishing that both Soranto and I were back on Earth.

I hesitated, then asked, “Should I mindlink him?”

Mom was silent for a moment before replying, “I don’t think so. He has no way of knowing if it is really you, and if he was caught, he might think it’s some Votak trick. He also has no way to reply.”

I whined faintly, but knew she was right. Mindlinking him wouldn’t accomplish anything at this point. I really hoped he was okay – wherever he might be. Hopefully he wasn’t stuck in a cage like I was.

I hadn’t seen any other Votaks since arriving, but more could be around. There might also be more than just Votaks in this place though.

I uneasily glanced at the bird working at the machines. “What is the parrot thing? My Blood Memories aren’t showing anything.” I kept my mindvoice to only Mom and Dad this time.

“I shared an image with Taureen, and he’s never heard of an intelligent feathered race capable of actually flying. It’s a big universe, though, so he’s searching, but he hasn’t found anything yet. Aeria is with Adeline at the moment, but Keegan said she shook her head no, so she probably doesn’t know either.”

Twisting around, I tried to stretch my muscles. There was barely enough room for me to even turn around, let alone spread my wings in the rectangular cage. No food or water was present, which concerned me.

My throat was dry and made me want to cough. I didn’t remember ever being this hungry before.

“How long has it been?” I asked Mom.

“About half a day. The sun is almost ready to set.”

No wonder I was so hungry. I began digging at one corner, letting my claws screech against the metal. The Votak looked back with a faint scowl.

“When you finish, Apus, get it some water.”

“Sure. Almost done. What are you going to do with it? That cage will be a mess in a few days.”

“That depends on what the results show. I’m not going to waste my time on a common animal. Although I am curious about its ability to track the scent of a crawler on the air. Might have to keep it for genetic samples. Did Gher successfully bring the crawler here?”

My blood ran cold at the thought of being kept for ‘genetic samples’. It worried me much more than the crawler being in the same building.

Apus flew over to a different perch and touched the screen several times. “Yes. It’s stored in the containment room. Twenty-one of your team managed to make it here. Two more are luring the Kymari away. The rest self-destructed when they were caught.”

Claas kept working with whatever he was doing and didn’t reply. Apus flew over to a different counter and fiddled around with a bottle and a tray. The sound of running water had my immediate attention, and I watched Apus fill up the water bottle. Some sort of narrow bowl was twisted onto the end.

He flew over and wedged the bowl between the bars as he fastened the bottle to the cage bars. Water filled the bowl, and I buried my muzzle into the narrow container as I drank deeply. The water tasted stale and heavy, but I was too thirsty to care.

Three large minnows were tossed beside me. My stomach growled loudly at the sight of food. I only hesitated for a brief moment before chomping them down like I was starving – which my stomach thought I was. The fishy taste wasn’t something I liked, but most of the dragonets in the park ate them occasionally.

Curling up as best I could on the cold metal floor, I warily watched the duo continue working.





–––––-

Please note that tomorrow’s update will be about  5 hours later than when I usually post. I’ll be travelling without internet access.


Chapter 63

Tessa’s POV:

I curled up tighter and draped my wings over me like Abby had just shown me, trying to trap my body heat. It was so hard to sit still, but there was barely enough room in the cage to turn around, let alone pace. I really didn’t want to be here.

“Well, it is a chimera. Not one of the originals, though, which is a pity. Possibly second generation.” The Votak’s voice startled me; he and his parrot friend had been silent for a very long time.

Apus flew over and landed delicately on the white alien’s shoulder. “That is a very strange DNA chain. I’m not sure how those humans concocted this one, but it looks quite stable.”

“Look at the binders. I think they were just mixing things and hoping they worked. If even one of those codes were misplaced, the creature would have died within days and never survived the metaforming process. You’ll probably never see a mutation in this species since it wouldn’t survive.”

“Wait, wait,” Apus said, his squeaky voice rising in pitch. “Look there! Those shouldn’t be there. I don’t know which lab she came out of, but they clearly missed several steps in the procedures and added the knowledge serum. I’m amazed they had any survivors at all.”

“Those humans were idiots,” Claas retorted.

“I’m not seeing any evidence of the memory retention sequence, although they may not show in the offspring’s DNA.” Apus glanced at me. “I’m also doubtful if the humans would have managed that step when they failed to follow most of the directions. This lab clearly took the word experimental to a whole new level.”

“Considering how carefully we protected the instructions, I’m astonished at how rarely they followed them from start to finish. However, I am seeing some sicora genes in here, which means the samples we included survived the crash.” 

“Well, we might have crashed that skipper on their planet on purpose over half a century ago, but they were only just starting to use the technology we gave them. Then that naive group of Votaks bumbled in and destroyed everything.”

“It will be decades before we find another reckless race with the appropriate intellectual qualities that doesn’t mind sacrificing their own in the name of experimentation. I was curious to see what they would have managed in a couple of decades.”

“As soon as we find one, we can pack everything up and move it to a new base.”

“Does your chromosome breakdown match what I’m seeing here?”

“Yep. It looks like they tossed an entire menagerie into the mixing pot. They used at least fifty animals when they were supposed to only have a maximum of five. Let’s just say that I am very glad I wasn’t dragged into that lab. Their chances of survival would have been appallingly low.”

“I am not as foolish or reckless as those humans. I told you that you would survive the metaforming process.”

“And I am eternally grateful. Even if it hadn’t worked, I would have died around the same time anyway.”

My breath caught in my throat as I realized that the parrot had gone through the same procedure that Mom and Dad had. Only he was in league with the Votaks.

A light on the wall flashed, and Claas touched it. 

A voice through the device said, “Commander Claas, your meal is ready. Would you like it delivered to your location or your personal quarters?”

“My personal quarters.” 

The two of them walked out, shutting off the lights and closing the door behind them. Four tiny yellow lights near the ceiling provided very dim illumination. I lifted my head and perked my ear tufts up but heard nothing.

I got up and began trying to undo the door now that they were gone, hoping that Taureen was wrong. Wrestling around with it, I rocked the cage slightly and immediately stopped. The edge of the counter was far too close, and I really didn’t want to drop that far to the floor.

“Any update?” I asked Mom hopefully.

“Nothing yet,” her tired voice replied. “They almost caught a few of them, but, as you know, they blew themselves up. This isn’t the normal type of Votak. From what they’ve recovered of their technology, we’re dealing with a small rogue group.”

“That matches what I’ve heard. This one didn’t like that some other Votaks invaded Earth. The parrot thing is just like the original dragonets – he was changed with the same procedure. There were other labs, too!”

She was silent for a long time. “Some of us wondered if there were more labs, but this is the first time I have heard it confirmed.”

The door slid open, and my head swung around with a low growl. The faint silhouette ducking through the door was far too large for a Votak. My growl faded into a hopeful whine as I stood on my back legs, sniffing the air.

The shadow swiftly came forward with a slight limp. My wings trembled, and I danced on the spot.

“Soranto is here!” I exclaimed, updating the group back home.

“Thank goodness,” Mom replied in relief. “Wait, he’s just walking around?”

“More like sneaking around,” I said, sharing a glimpse of his swift, furtive movements as he crossed the room.

“Keep me updated. I’ll keep silent to avoid distracting you.”

Soranto immediately did something to the panel on the cage, and the door clicked. He wasted no time in opening it, although I was already pushing on it. With a jump that was rather stilted from stiff muscles, I leapt up at his chest.

Catching me, he cradled me in both arms as he checked my arms, legs, and wings for injuries – or rather – he attempted to, but I was squirming around to much in the sheer joy of being reunited with him. He abandoned his inspection and pushed the cage onto the floor before jogging towards the door.

Before he reached it, he paused and eyed up all the computers and controls. With a glance at the door, he went back to the computers and quickly stuck something into the machine Claas had been working on. Then he did something with two of the other machines.

Turning back, he rushed to the door and opened it. After a quick peek down the corridors, he began hurrying down one. We passed door after door. Soranto paused at every corner and junction, carefully checking the unseen areas before proceeding.

I couldn’t believe how big this place was. It was much bigger than the barracks and probably larger than the Kymari city’s main space port. He seemed to know where he was going, which was good because I didn’t have a clue.

Voices ahead made my heart pick up speed. Soranto ducked into a side room and managed to squeeze past large tubes as he headed through another door. Dusty crates and boxes were stacked along the sides, and Soranto’s tracks were clearly visible in the otherwise untouched dust in this room.

When he opened the door, he stopped with a faint exhalation of frustration. The next room was a dead end. Behind us a deep thrumming noise started. With a bitten-back exclamation, Soranto lunged back and shut the previous door as extreme heat began to flow into the room.

He sighed and backed away from the door. “Well, we aren’t going anywhere until the heating cores switch off.”

As he looked down at where I was still cradled in his arm, I lifted my head and trilled at him. A smile spread across his face.

“I am so glad that I found you.”

I whistled in agreement. Gently, he set me on a nearby box and thoroughly checked every inch of my body, right down to each of my scales and toenails. One of my cracked scales above my shoulders pinched as he spread my wings.

Reaching around, I grabbed the offending scale in my teeth and jerked the two sections free. It hurt, but just like trimming a splitting nail, it felt better afterwards. I spat the two jagged pieces on the crate.

Soranto picked them up, looked at them, and then tucked them into his belt pouch with a frown. He took a small jar of salve out of his pocket and dabbed it over the place where the scale pieces had come from. The throbbing pain immediately dulled to something I could barely feel. With a thankful chirp, I jumped up to his shoulder. 

The small crates were battered and dusty, but Soranto still opened the lids to check their contents. He picked out a few wires and some electronics and tucked them into another belt pouch. One crate held clear, round orbs, and Soranto picked up the entire box and carried it into the dead-end room.

“The suspense is killing me. What’s happening?” Mom asked.

“We’re in a room, and the heat from a heater core thing is keeping us here for now. Soranto is checking old crates.” I sent images to her.

“Taureen says that those orbs hold water and are individually packaged to prevent contamination. They are often stored in various areas as emergency supplies.”

“That probably explains a lot of strange stuff I’m seeing.”

“Has he talked much? We aren’t sure if he knows his wrist comm’s beacon isn’t transmitting properly.”

“No, he’s pretty quiet. Just murmurings of reassurance. And that he was glad he found me.”

“I’m glad he found you, too.”

She was quiet for a while, and I waited since she was probably talking with Taureen or Aeria.

“Getting you two back safe and sound isn’t going to be easy. We are likely going to have to include Soranto in this discussion. As much as I wanted to have Taureen and Aeria around to help break the news to him, you may end up springing this on him without warning. Do you have any thoughts about not keeping Soranto as your handler?”

“No. What is the best way to do this?”

“Wait until he settles down a bit more. It won’t take him long if those are all the crates there.”

I sent my acknowledgement down the mindlink and listened to her advice while I tried to prepare myself for something I hadn’t planned on doing for several months.


Chapter 64

Tessa’s POV:

With all of the bending and leaning Soranto was doing as he organized things, I finally flew over to a crate where I could lay down and watch him. He was slowing down, but not quite relaxed enough yet for me to try talking to him.

He eventually sat down on a crate and looked over at me. “We may be trapped in here for a while, but the good news is that nothing can get in here while those heaters are running.”

The opening was good enough for me. “That’s good.” I managed to keep my voice from shaking, and it even sounded friendly.

His head spun towards the door as he tensed. Pausing, he narrowed his eyes in thought, and his eyes drifted slowly back to me in disbelief.

I tilted my head innocently, keeping my voice younger sounding. “What’s your plan?” I had a feeling I was making this situation far more awkward than it should have been.

“Tessa?” he tentatively asked, blinking slowly.

I perked my ear tufts and trilled while replying, “Yes, it’s me. Mom finally gave me permission to speak with you. She says that Taureen is asking if you know where we are.”

 “Taureen and… Tasha?” He stared blankly at me, still trying to get over his shock.

“Yes. I can still speak with Mom and Dad. Dirk, too. They don’t know where we are, and your wrist comm isn’t sending whatever special signal it is supposed to.”

“Are Drae and Sipar okay? How is Adeline doing?”

“Drae and Sipar are alive. Sipar is in recovery. Drae is somewhere in a scouting shuttle looking for us. Adeline and Maria have spent a lot of time with Aeria and Taureen. Apparently, Adeline brought over some big gun that Taureen locked in his weapon room the moment she wasn’t looking.”

That startled a laugh out of him. “I should have known she would drag out the fusion blaster.” He recollected himself. “So, all fire lizards can speak telepathically?”

“Tele-what?” In reality, I knew what it meant, but Mom had suggested playing down my intelligence a bit. 

“In our minds.”

“Yes. If we choose. Most dragonets speak with their chosen handlers once they trust them enough. It varies. Some don’t talk much. Dirk says that I’ll almost certainly talk your ear off now that I’m allowed to speak with you, which I’m probably doing now.”

He rubbed his forehead. “This… makes far too much sense, actually. There were a few things in the handlers’ notes. Like when Alec originally named Serena and Tom and they refused to listen to him. Then, just two days later, he changed their names and their progress skyrocketed.”

“They really didn’t like being called Flaer and Vatar,” I said, amusement coloring my voice. With a shake of my head, I got back on track. “Do you know where we are?”

“Not really. Either a moon, planet, or very large asteroid from what I can tell. I managed to get into a cargohold on one of the shuttles before it left, so I couldn’t see outside.”

After relaying that to Mom, I asked, “Taureen is asking how damaged your wrist comm is. They are occasionally getting your heart reading, but nothing else.”

His gaze darted to his wrist comm. “They are actually getting a partial signal? I knew it was picking up nearby signals like your tracker, but I assumed the damage to the transmitters was too great to transmit anything. But if even one transmitter is partially working…” 

He took off his wrist comm and began pulling it apart with small tools from his belt pouch. I watched in fascination; I hadn’t known it could come apart. It was hard to watch and try to mindlink what I was seeing at the same time. It was also giving me a headache. Mindlinking was meant for words and images – moving images were causing a strain I could feel.

Mom was able to feel how it was affecting me on her end. “Let it go. Images will work.”

“Thanks.”

Soranto’s hands were having a hard time with the extremely tiny parts, but he was managing to do whatever he was trying to do. I mentally nudged him.

“I’m trying to link the locator beacon to the transmitters for the bio signals. In other words, I’m hoping that they can get a signal and find us.”

“That would be very good. I don’t like the Votaks.”

“I’m in full agreement with you. There. That is the best I can do with what I have on hand. I’m assuming from your questions that no one else knows where we are either?”

“No. It sounds like there are a lot of mad Kymari hunting down the Votaks and looking for us. They called in a flock – fleet? – as well.”

“Such an attack hasn’t happened in a very long time. The fighting groups would be called in to help until the situation is completely resolved.”

“They got a signal!” Mom exclaimed, making both me and Soranto jump slightly. “You’re rather deep inside a moon several star systems away. Various groups are being pulled into a planning group to discuss how to extract Soranto since they can track him now. They are hoping you are with him, but they are making backup plans in case you are separated.”

Once Soranto got over the surprise of having Mom talk to him, he frowned. “That could be a problem. We have to get closer to an exit or we are going to have Votaks coming in here for shelter.”

“How long are we trapped in this room?”

“Another hour, at least. I managed to download some building layouts onto my wrist comm, so let me take a closer look and see if we can possibly steal one of their shuttles.”

He began checking things on his wrist comm, and I flew to his shoulder pad, still relaying everything to Mom, Dad, Taureen, and Aeria. I knew Mom and Dad were relaying a lot of the information to Dirk and various other dragonets. 

Soranto paused and pulled a container of fruit out of his belt pouch. “I probably only have enough to last you about a day, but I’m hoping to be out of here by then.”

“Thanks!”

I hopped down to his lap and nibbled on the slightly bruised fruit. It was much better than the minnows. Humming my contentment, I savored another piece. After a third piece, I put the lid back on. My fishy dinner may have not been the tastiest, but it was keeping me full. It might be better to save the fruit in case we couldn’t escape as quickly as we hoped.

Soranto put a water container down beside me, although he left the fruit where it was. The water was the same pure stuff from the house that slid so smoothly over my tongue.

“Do you realize what the Votaks were doing here?” Soranto quietly asked.

My mind immediately jumped to the computers the Votak and parrot had been working on. Had Soranto copied all of that information? My heart sank.

“Possibly. They talked about some stuff. What do you see?”

He glanced down at my nervous tone. “Most of the fire lizards were not always fire lizards, were they?”

“No,” I whispered, my ear tufts drooping. “We have always kept that a secret. No one has even told their handlers.”

“That was a very wise plan on their part.” He was silent for quite some time, looking through more information.

“They thought it was serious. Is it?” I inquired tentatively.

“Very. Such a process is completely forbidden among all of the races. Even the other Votaks would kill this bunch if they suspected that they were dabbling in such a technology. Those like yourself, who have hatched or been born normally, should be safe enough, but warn your friends not to mention it until all of the originals are gone. If other races somehow got wind of this… it wouldn’t be good.”

Mom and Dad had been right. At this point, I was kind of glad I wasn’t sharing this part of the conversation with them.

“They didn’t go through it willingly, and I don’t think it can be undone, can it?”

“No, it can’t. Judging by what I’m seeing in their database, everything this group currently owns – right down to every computer and backup file – is currently stored here. Other than a crawler and the Captain’s assistant, the only other thingon this moon is the Votaks from the trader ship. I honestly think we should blow this place up when we leave so no one has a chance of discovering this knowledge.”

My ears perked up. “How can we do that?”

“This place is heated by geothermal and nuclear reactors. As long as we can prevent any of the shuttles and Votaks from leaving, the trail will end here.”

“And the dragonets will be safe?” I asked hopefully.

“If they can keep their secret as well as they have been, then yes.”

“Do you think the Elders know?”

“Of your true level of intelligence, probably. I don’t think they are aware of the blending, though. We don’t have the technology to test for it in this star system, and, normally, the Votaks wouldn’t ever touch such a thing either. There would be no reason for it to occur to them, and even if it did, they are the ones pushing to protect your species.”

“Why do you think they know we’re smart?” 

“The wording of our communications. It struck me as strange before, but I thought it was because you were still quite young. Now that I know, I am fairly certain that they either strongly suspect or actually know that your race is intelligent.”

That triggered a thought. “Do you know how long we’ll live?” It was an unknown detail that bothered a number of the dragonets.

“The machine was still doing the calculations when I took a copy of it, but it looks like between one hundred to two hundred years. I’m not sure how accurate their calculations are, though.”

He continued working with his wrist comm, leaving me the delightful job of bringing Mom and Dad up to speed. This was going to be a long conversation.
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Soranto checked his wrist comm one last time. “Are you ready?”

“No, but I want to get out of here more than I want to stay.”

“Fair enough.”

He opened up the door cautiously; the air was overly warm, but not hot enough to harm either of us. The metal tube still radiated more heat than my heat lamp as we eased past it and approached the door to the narrow corridor.

After checking that the coast was clear, Soranto began quickly jogging down the corridor. We were both hoping that most of the Votaks would be asleep or resting in their rooms. 

Soranto found the door to a maintenance shaft and opened it up. There was no way he was going to easily move through this small space. I jumped off Soranto’s shoulder and glided into the tiny passageway.

 “I’m flying ahead. Are you going to fit in here?” I asked, wondering if we had to find another route.

“I’ll manage.” Ducking down, he managed a fairly impressive speed even though the ceiling was lower than his elbow would have normally been.

It was easier and safer for me to check around corners. An escaped animal was one thing, but if a Votak spotted a Kymari in their hidden base, all hell would break loose.

It took us a long time to reach the area Soranto wanted. The door was locked, though.

“Stand back.”

I glided in a small loop to fly further behind him as he awkwardly kicked the door in the cramped space. It bent and buckled, but didn’t open. It took a second kick to break the lock. The air inside practically hummed from the massive machine. From this angle, I could only see a corner of it.

Soranto stretched now that he had more room and went over to sit against the wall. He removed his wrist comm while bringing tools out of his belt pouch. He pulled off one shoulder pad, turned it over, and detached various electronics and cords that were meticulously arranged inside. 

Once he put the shoulder pad back on, he asked, “Can I get you to go onto my other shoulder for a moment?”

Slipping behind his head, I asked, “What are you doing?”

“I’m linking the heat capacitors and my wrist comm together.” He gestured to a small keypad on the ground beside him. “I’ll be able to use this controller to make them detonate once we are at a safe distance. My wrist comm is almost at full power; by itself, it could probably destroy a part of this place. If it explodes in here, it will set off both reactors.”

“Will it destroy this place?”

“Depending on how deep the geothermal lines run and how big this moon is, we have a good chance of blowing up a quarter of the moon. Those last two Votak shuttles have returned, so the entire group is in this place. Nothing should be left of the lab other than our memories.”

“That would be a huge relief.”

“One last thing…” He used a tool to pry a small piece of his armor off. “This camera is going to remain here as well.”

“I had completely forgotten about that…”

“I can tell them that it must have been knocked off in the explosion on the trade ship.” He got to his feet and wedged his wrist comm and the attached devices into a gap in the machine’s pipes. “I’m done here. Now all that is left is to get out of this place. Just don’t get lost – I have no way to find you without my wrist comm locating your tracker bead.” 

“I’ll try to keep within sight.”

Once again, we used the deserted maintenance passageways to travel. The trip was much easier on me than on Soranto, who barely had enough room to squeeze through the narrow space.

The corridors seemed to stretch on forever.

 “Are you sure we’re going the right way?”

“Yes. We have three more doors before we turn right. Can you please check how close the Kymari fighters are? And how many are coming?”

“Soranto is asking how far away the Kymari fighters are.”

“Less than half an hour.”

“How many?”

“Half of the armadas in this star system. Soranto and Aeria have much better family connections than I had assumed. Your friends among the Ply-Ball players have also created a huge stir. The Votaks would have been much safer if they had remained outside of the Kymari’s territory.”

“Half of the armada is about half an hour away,” I told Soranto.

“Half of the armada?”

“In this star system,” I clarified.

He was silent for quite some time before muttering, “What did Adeline do this time…”

“Huh?”

“One armada is one fighting group. Like a flock. There are a lot of these armadas in this section of space. It wouldn’t be easy to get so many to come. It also means that they pulled a large number of those fighters from our border defenses. We really have to get to safety as soon as we can.”

“I like that idea.”

He chuckled as he turned the corner and kept hurrying. “I bet you do. Well, so do I.”

At the door Soranto had specified, he opened it and looked around warily before entering the hallway, finally getting to stand up straight again. He started jogging over to a nearby door and peeked through the window. I moved my head to look as well, eyeing up the six shuttles in this bay.

“Are you sure you’re willing to do this?”

“It increases our chances of getting out of here safely, and it isn’t as if I will be in any danger.”

Still somewhat reluctantly, he held up the four feathers he had bound together like part of a bird’s tail. When they had originally been put into his belt pouch, they had been meant to tickle me. Now they were going to get an entirely new purpose in life.

He opened the door for me. Taking the feathers, I flew straight up towards the ceiling and glided above the lone camera before swooping down. I landed on the camera and carefully arranged the ‘bird tail’ to cover only a quarter of the camera lenses. 

That quarter would conveniently hide just the one shuttle. A bit of sticky medical tape secured the feathers in place. A bird would be rather out of place here, but it shouldn’t count as an emergency when most people were hopefully asleep and they could still see most of the room.

With my task done, I flew back to where Soranto was already climbing into the shuttle. The seats were meant for a race two thirds his size, but the safety straps stretched far enough to lock together. I landed on his shoulder pad, allowing him to close the door.

“We’ll only have a minute or so before I have to set off the explosion to avoid having some of the Votaks get out. The shockwave at that proximity is going to be fairly powerful and will likely send chunks of rock and material flying towards us at rather high speeds. When I say jump down, jump into my arms. The seat restraints will hold me, but there isn’t anything in here that could protect you.”

I bobbed my head quickly. “Okay. I understand.” 

“Then let’s get out of here.”

He stared at the controls for a few moments as if memorizing them, before he began pressing buttons and twisting dials. Lights on the controls began turning on, and a small hologram with strange lines also appeared.

The shuttle began to slowly lift into the air as the bay door opened. Red lights around the room began flashing and the bay door began closing.

“The alarms have just gone off,” Soranto muttered, pressing a few more buttons.

We began flying forwards as huge energy blasts shot from the shuttle’s weapons, striking the electrical panels on either side of the door. In a shower of sparks, the door stopped closing, allowing us to escape.

“Hang on tight.”

I dug my claws into his shoulder pad as we rapidly picked up speed, although I could barely feel the acceleration in this shuttle. We jolted momentarily, and Soranto’s hands flew over the controls, making us fly in a weird pattern. Our flight was very similar to many aerial evasions I had done before.

“What happened?”

“They have some sort of turret on the surface. It was a blind strike, but it did damage part of the wing, thruster, and cloaking shield. I have the ship’s shields up, but we are going to feel each of those hits.”

Another jolt forward emphasized his point as he continued tapping on the controls and spinning one dial.

“Where is the Kymari patrol frequency… Ah, found it. This is bond animal handler Soranto Dhaen requesting immediate assistance. I’m in a Votak shuttle escaping one of their hide-outs. Transmitting coordinates.”

A smaller jolt made Soranto quickly check a few things and curse under his breath.

“What is it?” I asked nervously.

The communication device spoke before he could. “This is the Graer patrol. We have your coordinates and are en route. Additional forces are also on their way.”

“One of the shuttles has already gotten out and is in pursuit,” Soranto told me. “I have to detonate my wrist comm, but we might not be far enough away for the shields to completely protect the hull in this pitiful excuse of a ship.”

Another thud made him pull the controller out and press a button.

“Jump down!”

My claws dug into the small gaps in his armor in my haste to get into his arms. He wrapped his arms around me, lightly pressing me into the gap above his chest armor, just below his neck.

I had barely curled up before the entire shuttle was flung forward. The shuttle shuddered and rolled with the force, shaking violently. The ship began to slow slightly, only to immediately jerk forward violently as something slammed into us from behind.

Out the front window, thousands of massive pieces of rock shot past us. Another big impact sent us rolling to the side as the autopilot feature fought to correct our flight and evade the biggest projectiles. Various icons and screens flashed red and orange, and I hoped they weren’t something really important.

I squeezed my eyes tight and waited for the spinning, shaking, and jolting to stop.





–––––––
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Several seconds went by without an impact, and I peeked one eye open.

“Is it over?”

Soranto moved one arm to tap a few buttons. “The worst of it. Some smaller pieces might still hit us. The shields held, although they are below ten percent.”

Another jolt echoed his words, making Soranto hit a lot more buttons. I climbed up to his shoulder pad to let him use both hands.

“The other shuttle also survived.”

My eyes widened – one of the Votaks managed to escape.

Soranto pushed a button. “This is Soranto. My shields are low, and I have a Votak in pursuit. Immediate assistance require-” his voice cut off as another jolt threw him against the seat restraints. I nearly lost my grip from the force of the impact.

“Soranto, both shuttles are showing a larger lifeform and a smaller one. Please confirm you are the one in the lead.”

My heart dropped further, if the other shuttle held a large and small lifeform, then it was undoubtedly Claas – the ringleader – and Apus chasing us. If they saw the Kymari coming to help, they could flee and continue their madness in another place – possibly exposing the dragonets for what we were as a distraction in the process.

“Confirmed. We are the ones trying to escape.”

 The star-spangled blackness ahead of our shuttle suddenly shimmered as a small spaceship dropped its stealth cloak and whizzed past us, firing blasts of bright pink energy towards something behind us. Another impact rocked the shuttle, this one much stronger, nearly dislodging me even though I was braced for another strike.

Soranto tapped more buttons and exhaled in relief. “That fighter used his strongest weapons to stop the Votak from attacking us. It looks like the strikes triggered some sort of self-destruct mechanism. They won’t be able to recover anything from that wreckage.”

The communication device activated once more. “Soranto, you never told me that you moved into this backwater area for this kind of excitement. And here I thought I would see the most fighting when I went to the borders to clash with hostile forces.”

Soranto blinked and reached for the transmitter button. “Ravin? Is that you?”

Laughter came over the speakers. “Indeed! It is, cousin! In fact, half of the family is within an hour’s flight. Well, an hour if you have decent shuttle. Where did you pick up that piece of garbage?”

“Stowaways don’t always get to demand the best vessels. I’m sure someone will enjoy taking this thing apart.”

“Alter your heading to match mine. I’ll escort you to the nearest battleship. Keep an eye on your scanners. We’ve had some unfriendly ships trying to take advantage of the unguarded borders.”

“The scanners on this thing are almost primitive. You’ll have to be the one watching.”

“I am, although now that the moon has exploded and I have you within sight, most of the armadas are breaking up into groups to push whatever followed us back to where they came from.”

The Kymari ship flew in front of us for some time before another ship came into view. This battleship was massive; it made the one that Soranto had fixed look like a toy. I had never seen any spaceship this large before. As we got closer, I could see dozens of smaller ships coming and going from it.

A different voice spoke to us. “Soranto, the twenty-third bay door on our lower left-hand side is opening for you to dock in.”

“Thank you.”

Soranto changed his course, flying alongside the battleship until the open bay door was within sight. Despite his earlier criticisms of this shuttle, he managed to enter the docking space and land gracefully. He powered down the shuttle while the docking area sealed and repressurized.

He removed the seat restraints before unlocking and opening the shuttle door. The air smelled almost sweet after being in the shuttle for so long. Soranto got out, being careful not to jounce me too much as he climbed down to the ground.

Two Kymari were already walking over to us. 

Soranto inclined his head respectfully. “Father, this is a pleasant surprise.”

I gaped slightly at the man, unable to believe that this was Soranto’s father. The stern, composed face in the pictures didn’t match the relieved smile I currently saw.

“Not as pleasantly surprised as I am to see that you and your companion are apparently unharmed. The medics are already waiting. Do you need anything for your companion? I have already sent Adeline a message that you made it here.”

“A quick scan for Tessa would be appreciated, although I believe she is unharmed. Some fresh fruit from the fire lizards’ dietary list would be welcome. I’d also appreciate a temporary wrist comm.”

“I will meet you in the medical bay with fruit and a wrist comm,” the other Kymari said, before turning and leaving.

Soranto began walking beside his father, who looked at me in curiosity.

“So, this is Tessa?”

“Yes,” Soranto replied, glancing at me.

Perking up my ear tufts, I trilled at his father. I might as well make a good first impression.

“She looks like quite the charmer. I am impressed at how far you went to retrieve her. Some would have let their injuries prevent them from going to the extremes that you did.” His father had likely noticed his son’s slight limp and taken note of the handful of scratches and bruises that decorated his skin.

“Thank you, Father. I would do it again, and more, if it let me rescue her – although I hope that this won’t be a repeated experience.”

His father chuckled. “I hope that as well. Both for your sake and mine. Your wife has a rather strong personality when she is riled up. Are you aware that she has an ion phaser?”

“I thought I destroyed that…”

“You might also want to talk with her about the stun-lock bracelet she was wearing.”

“Her brother gave her that. The device is keyed so it won’t harm myself or Maria, although I’ll have to add Tessa to the safe list. How soon can I get a ride back to my family?”

He made a slight face. “That may take a day or so. There is currently a small war going on between here and there. Many of the lowlifes that skulked along the border followed the patrollers here. The good news is that we have a lot of fighters in this area of space, so we’re pushing them back quickly, but we aren’t going to risk running a shuttle through this section of the galaxy until it has been declared as clear.”

“What are the odds of me talking a dozen fighters into escorting a larger shuttle? I’m sure that other people are looking to go there, and there is a lot of room in outer space to avoid the areas with any fighting.”

“Even if a shuttle does brave the journey, you won’t be on it.”

Soranto looked at his father in confusion. “Why not?”

“Because Drae will be here shortly – if he isn’t onboard this warship already – and he has orders from myself, Adeline, and Elder Dairno to prevent you from doing something so foolish. This does involve your little friend’s welfare, you know.”

Soranto’s shoulders immediately slumped slightly in defeat. I rubbed my head against the side of his cheek with a croon, trying to cheer him up. It was only my presence that was preventing him from going home to his wife and child at this moment.

He reached up to stroke my wings, although I wasn’t sure if he was trying to reassure me or seek a bit of comfort from me. I took a step closer and leaned against his neck and chin as I began thrumming comfortingly. The sound vibrated through my entire body and was loud enough that Soranto’s father glanced over in surprise.

We walked the rest of the way to the medical area like that. Upon entering the reception area, we were immediately ushered into the back by a man and woman. I assumed they were the medical staff here by their uniforms.

“Please step into the scanner,” the woman requested.

Soranto walked between two posts and turned to face the others. A bright white light shone from the two posts, startling me into flaring my wings.

“Easy, Tessa. It’s just a scanner.”

I snorted and chittered as I folded my wings. How was I supposed to know it was going to do that?

“It was actually helpful that she spread her wings when she did.” The man said, spinning a hologram around by touching it with his fingers. The image of a skeleton lifting a set of jointed bones above its long neck, spine, and tail caught my attention and I stared at it. That was what my bones had been doing when I had flared my wings.

“Her muscles appear undamaged as well,” the woman added. “Pulled muscles and strains may not show up though. We don’t have any in-depth comparison files on hand – just a few old scans from some of the other fire lizards.”

“You aren’t as lucky, though.” The man said. “One rib is cracked and two others have a slight fissure. You must have taken quite a blow for there to be such injuries under armor like that.”

“Let’s just say that I’m glad I went with the higher quality armor. I don’t want to know how well the basic types would have fared in those explosions.”

“You’ll have to get the joints in the side replaced in case they were weakened. Verdi, care to enlighten us as to the rest of his injuries?”

“I’m sending a copy of the full list to him electronically, but, in essence, he has a sprained ankle, numerous pulled muscles, and even more bruises than what are beginning to show. There doesn’t appear to be any damage to the major organs, although he might have a bit of a concussion. Nothing that a week or so of rest shouldn’t fix.”

“If they think I’m just going to let you rest, they are very much mistaken.”

The corner of Soranto’s lips quirked up. Apparently, he needed more practice in keeping a straight face. The door behind us opened, and I trilled a welcome at Drae. He was limping worse than Soranto, although his keen eyes were already examining the two of us.

Soranto began walking forward to meet him. “Drae, I’m glad to see you alive. How is Sipar?”

“He is annoying the medical team with requests for them to let him join the fighters. It will be a week or so before his skin heals for him to be able to wear armor and even think about resuming his duties. The fireproof armor saved his life though.”

I stared blankly at Drae, wondering if this was the same guard that had spoken just one sentence over the course of several weeks. Was it possible that he would talk if someone asked him a question? Or had this situation thrown him off-balance enough to break his habit of silence?

Drae passed Soranto a container of fruit and a rather plain-looking wrist comm.

“Thanks,” Soranto said, before glancing at the two medical staff. “Am I cleared to leave?”

“As long as you sit and rest. Take these pills and jar of salve. There are several spare rooms down the hallway,” the woman replied. “You can pick one for the duration of your stay.”

“Thank you.”

We filed out of the medical area as the four of us went in search of an empty room.
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By the time we opened up the door to an empty room, Soranto had his wrist comm on his arm and was punching in some information.

“Hello?” Adeline’s voice came through the wrist comm.

“Adeline,” Soranto began, “Tessa and me are alri-”

“Soranto! You had me so worried! Next time you plan on infiltrating an enemy base, at least take my fusion blaster!”

“She has a what?” Soranto’s father asked, furrowing his eyebrows.

Soranto ignored him and replied to Adeline, “How about I don’t infiltrate any more bases, and we get that thing decommissioned?”

“I agree with the first part, but not the second one. Besides, this is the first time it has seen the light of day since we moved here. Are either you or Tessa injured?”

The rapid change of topic made me blink, although Soranto wasn’t bothered by it. 

He sat down on the bed before replying, “Both of us are fine. I have a cracked rib and a sprained ankle, but that’s it.”

Tilting my head, I sent him a mental image of his face with the various bruises from when the crate exploded. Perhaps he didn’t know what he looked like, or, perhaps, it was a good thing that he had a day or so to heal before Adeline saw him.

Soranto shook his head slightly and started removing pieces of his armor as he continued reassuring Adeline that he wasn’t seriously injured. The battle halfway between them wasn’t a surprise to her, and she insisted that he remain on the warship.

“You won’t get any safer than you are on that ship. Now that I know you aren’t badly injured, I can relax and wait patiently instead of terrorizing people. Take care of Tessa. Keeping her out of mischief on a warship could be interesting.”

“I know, and I’ll stay here until they say it’s safe.”

“Thank you.”

“How is Maria?”

“Worried, but she went to bed a while ago. I’ll tell her the good news when she wakes up. I’m also noting your wrist comm code. You’ll probably be asleep when she wakes, so call whenever you wake up.”

“You get some sleep too, my love. We’ll see each other soon.”

“Good night, Soranto.”

The love in her voice was enough to make Soranto’s father examine the far wall, although Drae ignored their conversation as he helped Soranto remove his armor. Soranto reached down and removed his boot with a wince. The ankle was a bit puffy, and I didn’t think he would be able to get the boot back on until the swelling went down. He removed his other boot with no such problems.

All that was left was Soranto’s chest armor, which wasn’t possible to remove with the shoulder pads in place. He reached up, and I hopped onto his wrist. The moment I was off, Drae and Soranto’s father immediately unclipped them and continued dismantling his armor.

From this angle, I could see several small dents in the metal. When he lowered his hand to his lap, I jumped down and continued to watch. Soranto pulled off his shirt with another wince and a sharply inhaled breath. His green skin was much darker in several spots, and Soranto examined the areas ruefully.

Drae picked up the jar of salve. “I can tend your back, if you want, but the cracked rib is yours to rub in.”

“Thanks.”

The two of them began gently rubbing the nearly-odorless salve onto the bruises. The large jar probably only held enough for this time. Soranto’s arms and legs were peppered with bruises where his minimal armor didn’t protect him. I wasn’t sure what his chest armor had stopped, but Soranto clenched his teeth as he liberally applied salve above where the cracked rib must be.

It wasn’t right for him to be in pain. Rustling my wings, I chittered my growing agitation. Even though I knew Drae was only trying to help, I felt like nipping his fingers to get him to leave Soranto alone.

Soranto petted me with his other hand. “It’s okay.”

“No. You’re in pain. I can smell it.” I shook my head, trying to not focus on his injuries.

He was doing a decent job of hiding the extent of his pain, but the rather sharp smell was beginning to strengthen. The odor made me want to growl at whatever was causing it. If my throat muscles weren’t so tense, I probably would have growled by now. The faint musky taste at the back of my mouth was unpleasant. My throat began to feel oddly warm.

My eyes widened slightly as I recognized the taste – it was what Drake had shared with us. It was the same one that heralded a plume of flame. If I exhaled through my mouth, I could probably breathe fire right now. I quickly memorized how my muscles felt so I could try breathing fire in a safer place.

I was suddenly very grateful for the advice my parents had repeated so many times. I swallowed the air in my mouth and throat, sending the potent fire-starting gases to my stomach where it would be rendered harmless. I was going to have to avoid exhaling through my mouth for a while. This wasn’t the place to play with fire.

Soranto misinterpreted the action and picked up the container of fruit. He opened it and looked at the fruit before setting it beside me. Curiosity got the best of me and I walked over to investigate. Every piece of fruit was a type I had eaten before, mostly from the fruit trees that had originated on another world and could be found in the main park.

Drae and Soranto kept applying the salve as I sampled more than a few pieces of fruit. It was fresh and juicy – much better than slightly dried-out minnows. My stomach ached by the time the container was nearly empty.

“Adeline has already sent updates to both sides of the family,” Soranto’s father quietly said, checking his wrist comm. “A few scouts checked out the moon where the hidden base had been located, but that section of it was blown into rubble. The Defense Labs have already created a scanner capable of detecting those new stealth shields and have sent the blueprints and details to all warships.”

“Any idea where those Votaks managed to get such a cloaking device?” Soranto asked.

“From what I’ve heard, no. It’s similar to Kergarian technology, but different enough that our scanners didn’t work on it. The two we recovered were different models, so that Votak group was almost certainly responsible for making them.”

“It was a rogue group?” 

“From the rather noticeable lack of Votak spaceships bothering our ships, it would seem so. Which makes sense if they had been holed up in that trading ship for nearly a month.”

Soranto winced slightly as he rubbed another rather dark spot on his skin. His father sat in a chair and watched.

Drae cleaned his hands and walked towards the door. “My room is next door to the right. I will keep my wrist comm on.”

“Thanks, Drae.” Soranto said.

The guard nodded and left the room. Silence fell, and it felt oddly heavy. I grumbled under my breath and curled up on Soranto’s lap. The lack of a heat lamp or anything really familiar was keeping my exhaustion at bay for the moment, even with my full stomach.

“A fire lizard?” Soranto’s father finally asked. 

“They are capable of tracking sicora and crawlers.”

“I know. When you first told me about your promotion to a bond animal handler, I hadn’t heard of them before and had to go do some research. Not that there is much known about them. Why did you choose to be a bond animal handler instead of remaining one of the top equipment engineers?”

“I can always go back to being an equipment engineer. The opportunity to become a bond animal handler is rare, a chance that few ever have.” Soranto said in a slightly clipped voice.

“Soranto,” his father said firmly. “Lying won’t work with me now anymore than it did when you were a mischievous youth.”

Soranto huffed slightly at the rebuke before lifting his head to stare at his father with hard eyes as he stated, “Because she stole my heart, Father. It doesn’t matter to me if she tracks sicora or is now too scared to go on another spaceship. She has become a part of my family and nothing is going to change that.”

It sounded like a challenge – and Soranto’s stance clearly showed he wasn’t about to back down.

His father’s lips tugged up in a slight smile. “It might have taken nearly two centuries and a small red lizard to make you stand up against me for something you believe in, regardless of the consequences, but you finally did it. I’m proud of you.”

Soranto blinked a few times, taken aback by the sudden change. My mind was also trying to catch up. What had looked like a big fight brewing had turned into rather unexpected approval. 

“I think you did the right thing,” his father continued, “both in accepting her and in going after those who kidnapped her.” 

Soranto just stared at his father, as if he was too shocked to reply. From the little I recalled overhearing, this might be the first actual piece of praise his father had ever given him.

 His father got to his feet and began walking towards the door. “I’ll let you and your companion rest. One day soon, I will have to stop by and visit you. Don’t bother tidying up or changing anything to meet my supposed expectations – I know you adopted a very different lifestyle when you moved there, and I’m curious to see what kind of life you have made for yourself.”

The door quietly slid shut, leaving Soranto and me alone. Looking up, I saw that Soranto was still staring at the door. The blank gaze reminded me somewhat of the daze that the Morning Song sometimes caused. 

Leaning over, I gently nipped one of his fingers. He jumped and jerked his hand back as his gaze flew down to me in disbelief. 

“Sorry, but you looked like you were going into shock.”

He shook his head and replied, “More like I am shocked. That was not how I expected that conversation to go.”

“I liked your second reason more than your first one,” I replied with a yawn.

He chuckled and petted me. “The second one is also more accurate.”

I curled up a bit tighter and rubbed my head against his hand with a hum. He removed my harness for the evening and set it to the side.

“Will you be okay without a heat lamp? Don’t feel shy about telling me if you need anything.”

“The wild dragonets don’t have a heat lamp at night, so I’m sure I’ll manage. I wouldn’t mind cuddling though. Your skin is nice and warm.”

“Sure. Do you want me to clean your scales before we go to sleep?”

My ear tufts perked up. “Please!”

Now that he mentioned getting clean, I realized just how grimy my scales felt. They were still bright red and shiny, but they didn’t quite have their normal gleam.

The cleaning kit came out of Soranto’s belt pouch, and he began gently scouring my scales. The familiar routine and quietness rapidly lulled me towards the brink of sleep. 

I was asleep before he even started with the oil.


Chapter 68

Tessa’s POV:

I stirred and curled up tighter, not quite ready to get up. The heavy scent of Kymari was very strong. Not exactly unpleasant, but noticeable even though I was still half-asleep. 

The feeling of cloth under me was another inconsistency. The sound of deep, slow breathing very close by was what finally made me open my eyes. Not that I could see anything in the pitch-black area.

When I lifted my head, it brushed against cloth that was hanging just above me. I set my head back down, realizing that I must be under the blankets beside Soranto. If nothing else, it was nice and warm in here.

I relaxed for a while more before I really had to visit the bathroom. In the darkness, I wasn’t sure which way was out. Lifting my head, I brushed my ear tufts against the blanket overhead, testing to see which side angled up more. 

Getting to my feet, I slinked through the tiny gap of open space beside Soranto. If I guessed wrong, I could always tickle his feet. I didn’t even know if he was ticklish.

The blankets brushed against my scales as my head poked out into the fresh air. Soranto remained laying on his side as he watched me slide out from under the blankets and shake myself off. My scales chimed faintly.

I yawned and stretched my wings. “Good morning.”

“Good morning. Did you sleep well?”

“Yes. How long have you been awake?”

“Not long.”

The truthfulness of that statement was up for debate, although what I may consider as ‘not long’ could likely be very different for a Kymari. I had other priorities, though, and stood on my hind legs to look around the room

“Is that the bathroom?” I asked, sending him an image of the half-open door. The other door was the one that led to the corridor.

“Yes, it is.”

“Thanks.” 

I stretched my wings a few more times before flying across the room and into the bathroom. The setup was exactly what I was used to seeing during our patrols. Once I washed my hands and feet, I flew back into the main room. 

Soranto was rubbing the last of the salve into the darkest bruises. Landing beside him on the bed, I took a closer look at the bruises. Most of the smaller ones had disappeared overnight. The rest of them were noticeably lighter.

“Those are healing quite fast.”

“The salve and healing accelerant pills work well for minor things like this. It will still take a week or so for the cracked rib to fully heal.”

“And your ankle?”

“I’m hoping the limp is gone, although it will probably take a few days for the pain to completely fade.”

He stood up and took a few steps to test it out. The limp wasn’t as noticeable, although it was still present. I sent him a mental image of it.

He glanced back at me. “Do all fire lizards talk with their handlers?”

“So far, yes. It takes some of them a bit of time to get to that point. Now that you know, all official handlers are in the loop.”

“Am I supposed to be feeling bits of your emotions behind your words?”

“This is about normal for a conversation. We can include images of things we’ve seen or we can send more emotion if we want.”

He came back and sat down beside me. “It’s different, although I really like being able to talk with you. I hope I didn’t offend you at some point with how I treated you like an animal.”

“You didn’t offend me. Besides, I am an animal – the only difference is that I can talk and think. So, other than you being able to explain what you want me to do, not much will change.”

“Let me know if I do something that annoys you.”

I snickered and rolled upside down. “No fear of that. Now that we can talk, your biggest challenge will be keeping me quiet.”

“I look forward to it.”

“Excellent. I shall have to ask Dirk for his best jokes and see if you can keep a straight face.”

“Please take it easy on me in public. I don’t have Taureen’s level of composure.”

“Maybe,” I conceded in a teasing voice.

He grinned and stretched with a wince. “Will you be okay out here if I go for a shower?”

“Just leave that container of fruit here.”

“We can get fresh fruit when we go down for food, if you want to wait.”

“I know, but a few pieces won’t spoil my breakfast.”

With a smile, he opened the container and placed it on the bed beside me. He hesitated for a moment, then stroked my back like he normally did. With a hum, I rubbed my head against his hand.

Mom had warned me that he was going to be a bit off-balance and unsure of what his limits were now that he knew I was actually a person with scales. It was up to me to help him through this stage and keep him at ease with what was normal for us.

Eventually, he stood up and walked towards the bathroom, closing the door behind him. He seemed more relaxed now, but I knew it would take a while for the easy flow to return. I investigated the fruit bowl and picked out my favorites.

Once I had enough to tide me over until breakfast, I curled up on his pillow and mindlinked Mom and Dad.

“Good morning. Wait. Is it actually morning there?”

“It’s almost time for lunch, actually,” Mom replied. “How are you doing?”

I could feel Dad listening in, although he was letting Mom do all the talking.

“Good. Soranto is taking the change better than I thought.”

“The Kymari usually adapt pretty quickly. It’ll still take a few days though. I’ve heard that you won’t be coming back until tomorrow at the earliest. The distance and delay are irritating me, but at least we are still able to talk.”

“I didn’t hear an exact date or time yet, although we haven’t left the room either. Soranto wanted a shower first.”

“Keep us updated in case you hear something first. Adeline is telling Taureen and Aeria news almost as fast as she hears it, but things might slip through the cracks. Oh, and mindlink Abby before she drives Dirk crazy.” 

“Okay, I will.”

“Have fun.”

I sent my agreement down the link even as I turned my mind to the green dragonet. “Hi, Abby.”

“You’re alive! Why didn’t you call me earlier? I haven’t heard from you since you asked for tips on keeping warm in that cage. I’ve had to rely on Dirk for updates, and let me tell you, that was a painful experience! He never includes enough details.”

“Sorry, I was focusing more on things around me or talking with Mom, Dad, or Soranto.”

“When are you coming back?”

“I’m not sure. Not today. Whenever we’re allowed.”

“What exactly happened? I got a few details from Dirk, but storytelling is clearly not his forte.”

With a faint sigh, I went over my entire adventure, even the gene mixing parts. She would sense any gaps in my story and pester me relentlessly until I told her. Besides, Mom had probably already told most of the wild dragonets what we had discovered.

I was just finishing when Soranto came out of the bathroom in clean clothing.

“I have to go, but I’ll call you later.”

“You better. I have a lot of questions.”

I trilled a greeting at Soranto. “Feel better now? Being dirty is rarely fun.”

“It was more dust than anything else, but I needed to clean up. Do you want a cleaning and an oiling before we go grab something to eat or after?”

“It can wait until afterwards. I know you didn’t eat anything last night.”

“Actually, I had a meal sent up, although you were asleep when it arrived.”

“Oh. Well, we can still go find food first. I’m not sure what we plan to do the rest of the day.”

“I haven’t checked my wrist comm yet, but I suspect there isn’t anything we can do here. I’ll probably have to write up several reports and contact my relatives to thank them for their assistance.”

“I’ve already been talking to my friends and family. Reports don’t sound very fun. I’m glad that I don’t have to write one.”

Soranto tilted his head. “Can fire lizards write?”

“It’s possible, but it’s a different language from yours. We can’t read Kymari writing though. Aeria tried to teach me a few times.”

The Blood Memories were what let us understand the Kymari and recall the written languages of our parents. For some reason, learning the Kymari alphabet was next to impossible. Even Mom hadn’t been able to manage it, despite trying for several years. My jaws and voice couldn’t replicate the Kymari language or the English one. Yet, I could write very well in English, although my letters were more scribbly than what my Blood Memories said they should be.

“Let’s go see what they have available. I assume you want fruit?”

I flew up to his shoulder pad. “Please. I doubt they have cantaloupe, but if they do, I would love some.” I included an image of the fruit just in case of any confusion, although our mindspeech seemed pretty good at translating our terms to the Kymari equivalent, if they had a common word for it. 

“They won’t have that one here. There should be a few different types you like, though.”

“That will work.”

He picked up my harness and paused as he looked at it for a long moment. Realizing that he was feeling conflicted about putting it on me, I jumped down to his lap and partially spread my wings so he could put it on easily.

“You don’t mind the harness or the leash?”

“No. I know the leash is mostly for show. Besides, the harness lets other people know that I belong with you.”

He slowly nodded and put the harness on me, a thoughtful look on his face. I jumped back up to his shoulder so he could stand up. 

“Oh, before I forget again. Why is Drae being so much more talkative on this ship? I think he spoke more in the first five minutes than he did for weeks back home.”

Soranto chuckled. “The more people you get in an area, the less you’ll hear Drae speak. We are actually good friends and went to the same hangouts for many years. Once he knows someone quite well, he talks more. But he still values silence and deep thought.”

“Is it normal for Kymari to be so quiet?” 

“No. Drae is unusually silent. But when he speaks, it’s generally a wise idea to listen.”

“I think I noticed that…” I said, trailing off.

Soranto nodded and tucked a few items in his pockets as he went towards the door. When he opened it, Drae stood up from the chair he had been sitting in across the corridor.

Soranto shook his head. “I was coming to find you. You didn’t have to wait out here.”

“That was more to keep the Officers from waking you to answer their questions,” Drae replied, putting the chair back into his room. “It worked.” 

“I see. You have my thanks once again.”

Drae guided us towards the area where they served the food.


Chapter 69

Tessa’s POV:

The massive wall glowed with the brilliant oranges and yellows of a sunrise. But it was just a screen on a wall. The Morning Song was not present. I yawned and rustled my wings, trying to look bored. The air was also cool in here, so I snuggled up against Soranto’s neck.

“There is nothing. It is pretty, but it does not make me want to fly the Morning Song.”

Soranto sighed and told Drae, “Well, I didn’t think it would work, but it was worth a shot.”

“We should be able to return tomorrow. She seems fine so far.”

“The notes said that the fire lizards usually managed about a week without doing that dance before they became lethargic. She won’t be allowed back in outer space once we return, so I want to see if something else can trigger it. It isn’t as if we have anything else to do today.”

“What are you thinking?”

“Let’s go visit the fighter pilots and see if any of them are bored. There is a planet about fifteen minutes away that is nearly the same distance from its star as the one back home. I just want the shuttle to land on the side where the sun is rising and see if it has any effect on her behavior.”

I listened intently to their conversation. Several dragonets back home were rather keen to find out if the Morning Song could be sung away from Earth. Was it the rising sun on any planet? Or just Earth? The answer to this question would determine if the dragonets could ever leave the planet we called home for more than a few days.

“As long as we have a suitable fighter escort,” Drae replied, “I can’t see anyone objecting if we stay that close.”

“The fighter ships already have the new scanners installed, so it isn’t as if any remaining Votaks can sneak up on us.”

It didn’t take Soranto long to – somehow – talk a dozen fighter pilots into accompanying us on a short flight. The volunteers might have been bored, or, perhaps, they were interested in seeing if they could assist a bond animal. Either way, we soon had permission to go to the nearby planet.

I peered out the window during our flight while wondering if this experiment would turn out any different than the big wall scene. It was hard to look relaxed while my excitement and uncertainty bubbled up inside me. This trip was something no other dragonet had done – I had no idea what the result might be.

The distant stars stood out very brightly, although the light from the star ahead kept growing brighter as we approached the planet we were aiming for. I could see at least one of the accompanying fighter spaceships at any time, although they kept rotating their positions.

“Where do you want to go?” Drae inquired as he piloted the shuttle.

“Land on the surface, if possible. Pick a place where the star is just about to rise. This planet is smaller and has a faster rotation rate than what Tessa is accustomed to, so the sunrise might happen too quickly for this to work. We can always hover at a higher altitude and try again, if need be.”

The shuttle slowed as it neared the grey ground and touched down without stirring up too much dust. The window showed a dull view of rocks, craters, and dust. It was not a place I would want to live, even if this planet had a proper atmosphere.

Suddenly, I tilted my head and stilled as I listened to something not audible to Kymari ears. It was there. The faintest hints of the Morning Song were building. Was a song of hope even possible on a dead planet like this?

I slowly sat down as my eyes locked onto the rapidly brightening horizon. Soranto and Drae remained sitting in their seats as they watched me. Soranto recognized my pose and pulled out a small video recorder. 

The Song’s call was building quickly, matching the rate that the star was rising. My wings partially unfolded, preparing for the dance to come. The tempo was a rapid one – it was going to be hard to match such a rhythm in flight.

The cue to fly sent me launching myself into the air. The area inside the shuttle was confining, but no worse than being inside a house. It would have to work.

My wing muscles strained to twirl around the tight corners that the dance called for. Joy shimmered in the back of my mind, but the hope that came flooding in with this song was staggering. The planet was nothing but rock battered by asteroid impacts – it had nothing left to lose. That left it with nothing but hope and the phenomenal potential of what it could become.

My song lacked the piercing notes and focused on warmer tones – expressing the heat that the star provided. It had light and heat. The asteroids themselves had brought water. It was a step away from realizing its potential for life.

The dance whirled around a circular area as hope radiated along every aspect of my voice. Time. Everything took time. The speed I was using during the short sunrise somehow accented that this planet would not see its potential come true tomorrow, nor the day after.

One day, though. It would get there. If a friendly race gave a helping hand and assisted with some terraforming, then it would flourish much faster. Only then, could it give back to those who had helped it. Then, it could give far more than it had received and help many more.

This planet had nothing for the Morning Song to focus on as I sang of the new day – except for hope.

With a final intricate swirl, my wings pulled me into a hover as the Song came to a sudden stop. I was breathing hard, but the very air practically rang with the hope this dusty, remote planet had.

Hovering for a while longer, I watched the slightly orange star rapidly rise above the horizon. I turned my hover into a glide as I flew over to land on Soranto’s shoulder. 

 “That was interesting,” Drae remarked. “Shall I start heading back?” 

“Yes, please. I’m pretty sure it was a success, but I’ll have to send the video to Taureen. Perhaps Alec as well – he studies their dances a lot. It will be hard to compare this to her previous dances since they always vary so much, even from day to day.”

“It was a bit fast, but it seemed similar enough. A planet with more life would probably be better. It’s hard to sing about the joy of a new day when there are only rocks.” The lingering aftereffects of the Morning Song echoed behind my words.

The ground outside the shuttle was already growing distant as Drae took us back to the ship. Gazing out the window, I organized my thoughts and memories to share with Mom and Dad. 

This was going to be a long discussion, but we now had proof that the dragonets could leave Earth as long as we went to a planet with a similar sunrise. It wouldn’t change anything right away, but it was something to keep in mind for the future.

       Thankfully, I finished my discussion by the time we reached the warship. After a quick bathroom break, Drae and Soranto went to a large room with comfy-looking chairs and tables. Several other Kymari were scattered across the dozens of tables in the room, most of them reading or using a laptop.

“I have to write up a couple of reports,” Soranto said. “There are several people wanting to know what I saw in that hidden base, and I also need to describe what we did when I send the video of Tessa’s dance. This room is big enough to let Tessa fly around some while I write these all up.”

They headed towards a corner table that had a couple of laptops and sat down. Soranto put a container of fruit and a bowl of water on the table for me. When he lifted his hand to me, I stepped onto it, allowing him to lower me to the table. 

“Go on.”

I went onto the table and gave the fruit a cursory sniff before looking around, my curiosity claiming my attention more than the snack at hand. The ceiling was quite high with numerous painted murals adorning it. There wasn’t anything to perch on along the walls, but there was plenty of open flying room.

There also happened to be several unsuspecting Kymari who had noted our entrance, but likely weren’t aware that I had just been given permission to fly around. I spread my wings and took to the air, rapidly gaining height.

Keeping fairly close to the walls, I circled the room a couple of times. My flight also succeeded in distracting most of the Kymari in the room. None of them were afraid. Instead, they were intrigued, as if I had given them a welcome distraction while they were doing something boring.

Diving down, I flared my wings and flew just above the floor as I weaved past table legs, choosing tables that the Kymari weren’t sitting at. The sheer number of chairs and tables in the room created a very entertaining obstacle course.

I turned it into a game, seeing if I could use the tables and chairs to prevent those in the room from seeing me as I flew around. It was surprisingly difficult, especially with the amount of space between the tables.

Eventually, I gave up and slipped under Soranto’s table. He wasn’t wearing most of his armor, although he did have his heavy patrolling boots on. The sturdy footwear was probably supporting his ankle and helping keep the pain in check. 

The lack of grass, twigs, and rocks made this room boring. I wandered over to his uninjured leg and jumped onto the end of his boot, balancing on top. Then I bounced a few times.

Soranto leaned over and gazed under the table at me. “And what are you doing down there?”

“Being a pest.”

With a chuckle, he reached down and snagged my harness in his fingers. The leather easily supported my weight without digging in as he picked me up and set me down on the table. I simply sat there for a few moments, blinking in shock. No one had ever picked me up by my harness before. That had been a new experience.

I shook myself off hard, letting my scales tinkle as loudly as they could. “That was kind of fun. Like flying without any effort.”

The smell of fruit was too good to pass up at this moment, so I went to get a snack.

“She didn’t seem particularly impressed with that,” Drae observed.

“Well, she didn’t squawk, glare, or complain, so it’s hard to say. I think I caught her off-guard though. She’ll probably make her opinion clearer if I do it in the future.”

Drae’s wrist comm beeped, and he checked it. “We are scheduled for a shuttle ride back home tomorrow morning, unless something sneaks behind the fighter line.”

“Excellent. I’ll let the others know.”

As I munched on a piece of fruit, I contacted Mom. “Guess what? I’m coming home tomorrow morning!”

“I can’t wait to see you again,” Mom said, “although Taureen says that you won’t be arriving until the late afternoon.”

“Why is that?”

“The clocks on the Kymari ships match their homeworld, and their days are longer there. Ask Soranto to let Taureen know which shuttle he’s going to be on. That way he can track the arrival time and we can meet you at the port.”

“I will. How is Adeline doing? Any juicy tidbits for me to share with Soranto later?”

“She managed to talk Taureen into returning her fusion blaster, although she got home before she realized that he had taken out the power core. It’s waiting here for Soranto to pick it up. What else haven’t I told you yet…”

I picked out another piece of fruit and listened to her go over any details she could remember.


Chapter 70

Tessa’s POV:

I watched the green and blue planet rapidly get bigger as we approached it. With a quiet trill, I turned my head to look between Soranto and the window. 

“Yes, we’re almost home,” he reassured me, managing to find words that neither Drae nor any of the other fifty-some passengers would find unusual.

“I know, but I’m still really excited.”

When I looked back at the window, we were so close to the planet that I could barely see the horizon out of the window. This shuttle was fast, and even though it was supposedly slowing down, the features of Earth’s surface were rapidly becoming clearer.

Grey and brown areas became mountains, and lakes and rivers were now visible among the forests and meadows. The Kymari city came into sight as we descended towards our destination.

The only way I knew we had landed was when a bell chimed and people started getting up. Soranto and Drae waited for most of the crowd to leave before they got to their feet.

“We made it!” I told my family.

“We’re just outside the main gate, off to the side in a small park,” Dad replied.

Soranto exited the shuttle and began following the crowd heading towards the big gate that led to the rest of the city.

“Soranto.”

The three of us stopped and turned around. I sat up straighter, trying to figure out how Elder Dairno had crossed the open area behind us. He hadn’t been on the shuttle, so he must have been walking from the other direction.

“Elder Dairno,” Soranto replied, bowing his head slightly as the old Kymari approached us. The slight tension in Soranto’s muscles made me glance up at him before shifting my gaze back to the Elder.

“Thank you for the effort you put into going after Tessa and keeping her safe. You are a prime example of how all bond animal handlers should react. The reports I saw said that she is unharmed and that you only sustained minor injuries, is that correct?”

“Yes, Elder. As far as the medical team could tell, Tessa has no injuries, although she may have some bruises since some of her scales were cracked.”

He nodded slowly. “And of yourself?”

“I had planned to take tomorrow off to ensure Tessa is truly recovered from her adventure, although I would be able to do a full patrol if needed.”

“Your ambition is commendable, but take the next three days off. If your friend gets restless, the parks or the training areas are preferable destinations.”

“Thank you, Elder. You also have my gratitude for rallying the fighters to our aid so quickly. I’m not sure I could have made it back without their assistance.”

“You are welcome, although your wife was already organizing some groups.”

Soranto bowed his head again, this time deeper. “Perhaps, but it would have taken an Elder’s command to shift our entire border defense. Thank you.”

Elder Dairno inclined his head in acknowledgement. “Indeed, although they will be back in place within a day or so. In the meantime, I believe your welcoming party is waiting outside for you.”

After bowing his head once more, Soranto turned and continued walking towards the gate. I glanced back out of the corner of my eye to see Elder Dairno watching us leave.

After hesitating briefly, I shielded my emotions and whispered as quietly as I could, “Thank you.” 

Elder Dairno simply nodded, unsurprised, before turning to go. Yep. He knew.

My mindvoice was so soft that it could have been dismissed as the whispering of the faint breeze. I hadn’t been looking directly at him, but he hadn’t even looked around to see if anyone was near him. Keeping him in the corner of my eye, I watched him slowly walk towards a different shuttle.

Taureen and Alec had been wondering if the Elders somehow knew, and now it was clear that at least Elder Dairno did. I wasn’t sure how he knew, but I had spoken with every bonded dragonet about how their handlers reacted the first time they had mindspoke them. None of the Kymari had remained so utterly calm and composed when they heard a voice whisper in their head for the first time.

This discovery wasn’t one I was going to be revealing to the wild dragonets anytime soon. Maybe not even in the next decade. They were uneasy enough with our handlers knowing we could talk; this would just be unnecessary stress that wouldn’t change anything. 

I would tell Soranto and Adeline in a week or so, since I could trust them to keep this a secret. They could probably mention it on the quiet side to Taureen, Aeria, and Alec. Maybe word would trickle down to the bonded dragonets without them knowing the source. That seemed like a safer choice on my part.

Shrill whistles made my head jerk up to see blurs of gold, silver, and blue streaking towards me as we approached the park.

“Go on,” Soranto said with a laugh. “It looks like they missed you.”

I took off without a second thought, eager to greet my family. Our reunion was full of whistles, trills, whirls, and spins that probably resembled the Morning Song as we danced around one another. Our mindlink was flooded with feelings of love, joy, happiness, relief, and how much we had missed one another.

We eventually landed on a large rock, where I bumped noses and wings with my family in a secondary greeting. Mom draped her wing over my back and nuzzled me affectionately. Dad’s silver wing covered hers while Dirk somehow squirmed into the middle.

When our family hug came to an end, I wasn’t too surprised to see that Soranto, Adeline, and Maria were just ending their own reunion embrace.

I tilted my head as I noticed that Tran, Vick, Rhay, and Sadria weren’t here. Soranto’s gaze moved over to us when Adeline turned to speak with Aeria and Taureen, who were standing nearby. 

Mom stood up straighter and looked right back at Soranto. “Thank you for returning my daughter to me.”

He inclined his head briefly, unable to reply with Adeline and Maria present.

“Why don’t we all go to our home to catch up?” Adeline inquired. “We can order dinner and have it delivered.”

“That sounds good,” Aeria replied.

“Are you going to join us, Drae?” Soranto asked. “You know you are welcome.”

“Thank you for the offer, but I shall decline this time. I will stop by tomorrow and see how you are doing.”

“Then I’ll see you tomorrow. Have a good evening.”

Drae nodded and began walking towards a small shuttle that was landing beside the sidewalk, his limp still apparent.

The rest of our group managed to squeeze into a different shuttle and went to Soranto’s home. I promptly flew over to the heat lamp and flopped down under the hottest part of it. It had been far too long since I had felt heat from above radiate through my scales and warm me to my core. 

My muscles practically melted in the warmth. Mom and Dad curled up beside me, while Dirk chose a spot to the side that wasn’t under the lamp.

“I’m glad to see you back,” Dirk told me again for the fifth time.

“It’s not a trip I plan on repeating. I think you get to enjoy the next adventure.”

“My biggest challenge right now is getting Abby to not hiss at the street cleaning machines… I actually managed to convince her to fly to the edge of the road with me. She was fine with the shuttles, uneasy with the few Kymari walking by, but those robotic machines freaked her right out.”

“That’s your fun. You could always ask Taureen to have one stopped and put a sunburst berry on it. It’s probably just the noise that bothers her.”

“That’s a good idea. I’ll have to mention it to him later.”

We fell silent, listening to Soranto repeat what happened. His edited version was quite believable, and I couldn’t find any loopholes in it. In fact, his version almost made more sense, which was really confusing.

All of us listened intently to his detailed overview of how he tried to trigger the Morning Song. I hadn’t realized that he had even altered the temperature and air pressure in one of the rooms to match the pre-dawn conditions at Taureen’s home this morning.

Once he finished, Taureen replied, “That is rather interesting. We knew that the viewing walls wouldn’t work because we tried them with Tasha and Keegan. The video you sent looked exactly like their morning dance, although there were some noticeable differences.”

“It’s a new discovery,” Adeline said, “but we have no way of knowing if it would be sufficient long-term. The vets mentioned that the fire lizards’ dance probably releases some sort of needed hormone or endorphin.”

“If, for some reason, we had to abandon this planet,” Aeria murmured, “it is a huge relief to know that we could take our companions with us and not have to watch them suffer. There are at least a dozen planets that are almost identical to this one in size, rotation, and distance from a star.”

“Very true, but don’t forget that they need something in the main park.” Adeline crossed her arms with a thoughtful look on her face. “Then again, we could always have a massive biodome set up on a different planet and have a terraforming ship transplant the entire park there. It would have to be used as a last resort, but it could be done.”

Mom rolled her eyes slightly, amused that so many Kymari were positive the dragonets needed something in the main park. It had been a group effort by the wild flock years ago when Mom had first been taken in by Taureen, but they had managed to make a lasting impression.

“I think their dance is more important,” Soranto mused. “When Keegan first came here, he didn’t leave the house or yard for over a month. So, either one of the plants in Taureen and Aeria’s backyard is what they need, or it was the lack of seeing the sunrise that caused the depression we saw with Tasha and a few other injured fire lizards.”

Adeline shook her head. “It can’t just be the sunrise dance. Remember when a small section of the flock moved to a different park? All of the observers said that they were looking very hard for something with increasing intensity. The fire lizards returned to the main park within two weeks.”

“Hmmm… True.” Soranto’s gaze moved to me.

I rolled upside down and grinned at him, letting all of the handlers and dragonets in the room hear me. “Maybe if you offer Mom a kiss, she will tell you.”

A golden wing shot out and whacked me with an audible thwack. At the same time, Dad shoved me forward, pushing me far enough that I tumbled off the edge of the shelf. I flared my wings, turning my fall into a glide with a whistling laugh. 

I flew up to one of the hotter niches in the tree branches and curled up in my new warm vantage point, grinning down at them. It wasn’t often I managed to get such a reaction out of my parents.

“No one kisses your mother except for me,” Dad stated firmly. “You and Dirk can get away with it, but that’s it. Maybe Taureen, although I have never seen him attempt it.” He had noticeably omitted Soranto from his mindlink, which didn’t surprise me since I knew he didn’t really plan on talking with Soranto anymore than he spoke with the other handlers. In other words, never.

“Why did they chase Tessa away?” Maria asked, frowning at my family.

“I don’t know,” Adeline replied, eyeing up the group, “but they better not do that too many times.”

Dad backed up to his original spot, rustling his wings somewhat uneasily. Even Mom’s ear tufts went back slightly under Adeline’s gaze.

“Why is it that Adeline scares me more than anyone except for an Elder?” Mom pondered across the mindlink, only including my dragonet family.

“Because she doesn’t understand limits and apparently has a few too many weapons?” I guessed.

“That might be it, although the motherly vibes I’m getting from her right now aren’t something I can exactly miss. I didn’t realize that you managed to sneak into her heart quite so thoroughly.”

I grinned at Mom across the distance. “She makes a great ally.”

Mom snorted and rested her head on her hands.


Chapter 71

Tessa’s POV:

I rejoined my family under the heat lamp later in the evening, picking the cooler end this time. The visit seemed to be winding down as the sun approached the horizon.

Maria yawned again, and Adeline kindly told her, “Why don’t you go to bed? You stayed up late last night, and it’s been a long day filled with a lot of excitement. Your father and Tessa will be here in the morning. They can even take you to school, if you want.”

“Yes, please. I would like that,” Maria replied, getting to her feet. She gave her mother and father a hug before looking over at me. “Good night, Tessa. I’ll see you in the morning.”

Like usual, I gave the same soft whistle that I gave everyone who said good morning or good night to me.

Mom lifted her head, watching Maria go into the bathroom.

“Does Maria normally go to her bedroom after this and not come out until morning?” she asked me.

“Yes,” I replied, “Sometimes she uses the bathroom in the middle of the night, although Soranto and Adeline have a smaller bathroom attached to their room.”

“You realize that this might be the best time to break the news to Adeline, right? It isn’t wise to let Soranto try to keep something this important from his wife, even for a short time. He loves her very dearly, and it will tear him up inside.”

“Oh. I was going to ask him tomorrow when and how he wanted to tell her.”

“Since you plan to include her, do it tonight. Preferably while Taureen and Aeria are here. Being able to talk with other handlers helps them cope with the surprise.”

My head turned towards Soranto, and I waited until he finished speaking with Taureen. “Are you alright with telling Adeline about me once Maria goes to sleep? Mom kind of wants Taureen and Aeria here in case she has questions.”

Soranto glanced at me and subtly nodded his head. His silent reply both made my muscles relax in relief, but also tense up slightly.

Mom nudged me with her nose. “Don’t worry. She cares about you. I barely knew Aeria when I had to speak with her the first time. This will just give her a bigger support group.”

The bathroom door opened and Maria went into her room, closing the door behind her. Time seemed to pass far too slowly as the Kymari kept visiting as I waited for Soranto, Taureen, or Aeria to bring the conversation back to the topic of the dragonets.

“I did discover one other thing while in that hidden base,” Soranto said, becoming more serious. Recognizing my cue, I glided down to land on his shoulder pad.

“What did you discover?” Adeline asked, noticing her husband’s unusual solemnity.

“That Tessa is much, much smarter than I had realized.”

“I’m not sure I understand. We both know that she is very smart.”

I jumped down to Soranto’s knee and lifted my head to look right at her, tilting my head cutely. “But did you know that I can talk?”

She blinked slowly as a stunned expression crossed her face. Her eyes darted over to Taureen and Aeria before moving swiftly back to Soranto and me, unsure of how to react with our company

“It’s okay,” I reassured her. “Taureen and Aeria also know. Mom and Dad have talked to them for years.”

Taureen and Aeria both nodded to emphasize my words. 

“I wasn’t supposed to talk with Soranto for a while yet, but Mom gave me permission when I got kidnapped. Since he knows, I also wanted to include you. It is a secret though. A big one. Only the other dragonet handlers know about it.”

Silence reigned for a while before she finally asked, “Dragonets? You mean fire lizards?”

“Yes. We tend to call ourselves dragonets, but fire lizards also works.”

“You mean, this entire time, you could understand us perfectly?”

“Some of your discussions were too complicated for me to make sense of, but I can understand many words in your language.”

“All of the fire lizards are aware,” Taureen said, “but, for the most part, their instincts are quite strong and makes them behave like animals. Not much will change now that you know, other than being able to talk with each other. She will still come looking for pets and treats.”

Her eyes drifted back to me.

I perked up my ear tufts. “I like pets and treats.”

A smile finally appeared on her face. “I bet you do. You probably had a lot of fun with your small tricks, too.”

“Yep! I like it here with Soranto and you. Maria is fun too, but I’m leaving it up to you and Soranto if you want to include her in this secret.”

“May I ask why it is such a secret?”

“The wild ones in the park had been trapped in cages when they were young, before the Kymari came,” I replied softly, watching anger flash in her eyes at the thought of someone caging us. “Had their captors known they were aware, they would have been killed. The thought of the Kymari finding out terrifies them.”

Adeline nodded slowly. “I can understand that, and I will respect that. As for including Maria in this, it is something we’ll have to think about. We can save that discussion for another day, though.”

Spreading my wings, I flew across the small space to land on her knee. Lifting my head, I trilled at her. Tentatively, she began petting me. I rubbed my head against her hand and thrummed to encourage her.

“Why did Tasha and Keegan push you off the shelf?”

Humor rang through my mindvoice as I replied, “When you were discussing what the dragonets needed in the park, Soranto looked over at me as if asking a question. Then I told him that if he kissed Mom, she might tell him.”

Mom snorted loudly from where she sat under the heat lamp, clearly conveying her opinion of my suggestion. 

“I think I agree with Tasha,” Adeline replied with a chuckle. “If I can ask, what is it in the park that you need? Do you know?”

“As far as I know, nothing. The group that left and returned did that on purpose to trick their watchers. The Morning Song is needed though. We can go about a week without it before we begin to feel… unwell. It happened to Mom when her wing was broken. A few others also had problems if they skipped the Morning Song too often.”

“Was your dance on the other planet similar to the one you usually have here?” She was taking the opportunity to ask every question they had just discussed.

“Kind of. But I think it would have been closer if the planet had plants and things. It was really short and fast.”

“That was probably due to the size of the planet and how fast it was rotating,” Soranto commented. “We probably won’t get a chance to leave this planet again, but the report I made did mention that a world more like this one this would probably be better. That one just happened to be nearby.”

“I have no idea. I just know what I felt, although your reasons make sense to me.”

“Is our backyard set up properly for your, er, Morning Song?”

 “Yes. It’s great! The stump lets me see the sun as it rises. I also really like what you did with your living room. Even Mom was jealous.”

That comment had Taureen glancing at Mom, and I suspected that there would be a discussion later on about potential renovations.

Soranto grinned proudly. “I’m glad you liked it. Was there anything we missed or that you might want us to change?”

“I can’t think of anything. It’s really nice. I’m really happy here.”

“And our patrols? I’m pretty sure the main reason some of the fire lizards came out of the park was because they would get to chase down crawlers.”

“The patrols can be a bit boring, but it’s worth it if it keeps crawlers and sicora off the planet. Especially sicora. I really don’t like them.”

“If you ever want anything changed or want to do something different for a day, just let me know.”

“No worries there. Dirk says I have a big mouth, but considering that he can eat faster than me, I think his must be bigger!”

“Hey!” Dirk exclaimed, only letting our family listen in. “Why did you drag me into this?”

I grinned at him. “Because I could.”

Soranto looked between me and the indignant blue dragonet on the shelf before asking Taureen, “I assume hearing only half the conversation is normal?”

“Often enough, you won’t even hear part of it if they are talking to each other. They have to intentionally include us. They don’t seem to talk to the other handlers unless they consider it important, although it isn’t uncommon for them to ask the handler’s companion to relay a message.”

“It’s only proper,” I told Soranto and Adeline. “Taureen and Aeria are Mom and Dad’s. We will still speak with them because they were like parents to us, but not as much. Within a year or so, Dirk will likely pick a handler. We rarely speak with other handlers. I think I only spoke with Alec once, although I never talked directly with any of the other handlers.”

“Unless you have more questions,” Taureen said, “I think we shall take our leave and let you three talk.” He looked over and asked Mom, “Do you have any concerns or questions before we go?”

“No. I am content now that Adeline knows. That went much better than I expected.”

I relayed the first half of Mom’s words to Soranto and Adeline. 

“Have a good evening,” Taureen said as he got to his feet. “I’m certain that you’ll manage just fine, but feel free to contact me if you need to.”

“Dinner is at our house tomorrow,” Aeria reminded them.

Adeline picked me up off her knee and cradled me in her arms as she got to her feet. “I look forward to it.”

Soranto also stood up as they walked Taureen and Aeria to the door. Neither of them even batted an eye as my family flew over to land on Taureen and Aeria’s shoulder pads without being called.

Snuggling up in Adeline’s arms, I watched my family go out the door. I was very happy that Soranto and Adeline both knew. There were bound to be lots of interesting conversations now that I could join in.


Epilogue

*        *      *    Epilogue    *       *        *

Tessa’s POV:

I did a double-take as I spotted a familiar green shape flying towards me in the park as Dirk struggled to keep up. 

With a grin, I called out, “Abby! You’re back!”

“She had to pretend to be a bit sick,” Dirk told me, “but Tran brought us here earlier than planned.” 

She landed beside me with a huge grin. “The poor guy was practically beside himself with worry when I didn’t even get up to eat a sunburst berry. I felt kind of bad for tricking him like that.”

“Give him a few months to learn your tricks. Although, if you return to him this time, he’ll probably bring you here every day if the weather is nice.”

“I worked way too hard to get to this point to just back out now. Besides, my underground room almost seems like punishment after sleeping under a heat lamp. And the fruit! And let’s not forget about those oilings-”

I burst out laughing. “Alright! Alright! I get it. You’ve discovered the joys of living with the Kymari. Just wait until you get to go on patrols and chase down crawlers.”

“A sicora is on the top of my list of things to hunt down. None of my siblings have even seen one.”

“I’m sure you’ll get to snarl at one eventually, if you hang around.”

“Oh, I fully intend to. The only downside is this harness and the lack of an afternoon nap.”

“But it looks so nice,” I said, nudging a shoulder strap with my nose.

“It’s annoying, but at least it doesn’t hinder my movements. We don’t have long in the park though. What’s first on our agenda?”

“What about a swim in the creek and then checking to see if the Ply-Ball players are around? Or we can visit your family.”

“I already gave most of my family a hug. A couple of my brothers are coming from the far side of the park. I could probably meet them halfway, but I don’t want Tran to worry on my first visit here if other Kymari send him pictures of me so far away.”

“Good. Let’s dunk you in the creek instead. If your body going below the water’s surface doesn’t catch his attention, nothing will.”

She jerked to a halt to stare at me. “He can tell?”

“There’s a tracker bead in your harness, and it’s just as accurate as my permanent one is. But don’t worry too much. He knows that we can swim and dive very well. Just don’t stay down too long.”

“Alright…”

I snickered at her reluctance to make Tran worry.

She raised her ear tufts in a challenge. “It only took me three months to go with Tran. That’s faster than what most of the other bonded dragonets managed.”

“I’m not disagreeing. Although I do think you gave him quite the shock when you remained on his shoulder and chittered at Dirk until he joined you.”

“His expression was priceless. Then again, we even surprised Taureen and Aeria.”

“Well, they had expected you to go with them for the first while as you adapted to the Kymari lifestyle.”

“It… just didn’t seem right. They already had Tasha and Keegan.”

“I know what you mean. It’s partially why I went with Soranto so early.”

“It was harder to go with Tran, but I’m glad I did it. I’m just as glad that Dirk came with me.” She gazed at my brother with adoring eyes.

“Ah, we were going for a swim, right?” I asked, trying to get them back on track. The last thing I wanted was to be subjected to their attempts at poetry. I had thrown a berry at Dirk during his first – and, so far, last – attempt to practice his poetry skills within my hearing.

“Sure, if that’s where you want to go first.”

Immediately, I jumped into the air. “I’ll race you!”

Abby grumbled something about impatient scarlet dragonets under her breath before slowly taking off, letting me waste my energy. Dirk snorted at my invitation and flew beside Abby instead.

I wove between branches almost effortlessly as I quickly left the duo behind. With a cheerful whistle, I did a few loops just out of sheer happiness. My flight was almost as carefree as my lifestyle. 

After my little adventure with Soranto, our routine had quickly returned to normal. Things were so much more fun now that I could speak freely with Soranto, Adeline, and Maria. I looked forward to all of the years that we had ahead of us.

Abby and Dirk were already smitten with one another. No one doubted that they would eventually choose one another as mates once they were old enough, although that was at least several years away.

There was plenty of time for us to play and just enjoy life, while taking some time to keep this planet free of crawlers and sicora.

So far, it was a great beginning for all of us.


Author’s Note

Author’s Note:

Thanks for reading! I hope you enjoyed my first sequel!

Trying to fit a timeline of six months into one novel-sized story posed some challenges, but I think it turned out fairly well.

It’s been a fun ride as we bring the adventures of the dragonets to an end.

The mention of other labs is an intentional loophole that leads to the possibility of more stories in the Kymari world. I do have plans to come back to the Kymari world one day, but not for the immediate future. Feel free to check out my ‘What’s Up?’ book to see what I’m working on next.





Please give a huge thank you to everyone who helped me edit this story or catch any typos! At least a dozen people tagged me if they spotted a typo, and I really appreciated it. I’m also grateful for all of the work and effort my main editors put into helping me with this,  @FireAlwaysReturns, @Misain, @JacksonRop2442, and @Bellasweetie put a lot of effort and hours into helping me edit the rough draft.

   

Some statistics on the story:

This was my ninth book. (As well as my first sequel)

Writing time: about 4 months (I completed it before I started editing or posting)

First chapter was posted on April 1, 2019. 

Final chapter was published on July 8, 2019

~146,000 words (Roughly 235 pages in a word document – single spaced)





Fanfiction & Spinoffs:
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All in all, a huge thank you to everyone and have an awesome day!

OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
CRYSTAL SCHERER

ANEW
bEGINNqu






