
        
            
                
            
        

    
Chapter 1

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







My cellphone rang, and I answered it. “Hello?”

“Hey, Tasha, I have to work another hour before I can pick you up.” My dorm room companion was kind enough to pick me up on her way home from work. Her kindness might have something to do with the fancy coffee I bought her as payment on the way back to the dorm room every day.

A glance at the clock showed me the time. To keep her from feeling bad, I said, “No worries. The library is about to close, so I’ll walk over to your workplace and meet you in the lobby. It is only about six blocks away.”

“Sounds good to me. See you later.”

“Work hard.”

Her chuckle was my answer before the line disconnected. She was likely going to take her time filling out any paperwork since she would be working overtime, and I knew she was set on getting rid of her student loan as fast as she could.

I packed my textbooks into my backpack and hefted it onto my shoulders before I left the library. It was starting to get dark out and the light breeze was cool on my skin, so I zipped my light coat up. I can’t believe that I just studied for five hours… If I can keep my marks above the 95% mark, I might just get that big scholarship after all.

I put my earbuds in as I started walking. With a sigh, I opened up the recording of the teacher’s lecture. I could relax and listen to some actual music before bed while unwinding. The twenty-minute lecture was one that I had listened to it half a dozen times today already, but I still tried to pay attention.

The sidewalks were basically empty; no one wanted to shop at this late hour, and the unpleasant wind also encouraged them to remain indoors. Vehicles were driving by as more stores started closing. More than half of the parking spots along the road were occupied by vehicles belonging to last-second customers or staff.

Why does this teacher speak in such a boring, monotone voice? I bet that more than half of the audience would be asleep within half an hour even if he narrated the Fast and Furious movies. This is almost torture.

I absentmindedly detoured around some men in coveralls who were hauling furniture.My thoughts were interrupted as the side door on the moving van opened up beside me and two men lunged out at me.

I inhaled in alarm and started to run, but I had barely taken two steps before they grabbed my arms and pulled me towards the vehicle. The two men who had been hauling furniture returned and helped them drag me towards the van.

I opened my mouth to scream for help, but a gloved hand quickly covered it. I struggled wildly as I panicked. The four men were easily overpowering me. To my horror, I noticed that none of the passing vehicles could see my distress since the large van blocked their view of the sidewalk.

Two more men jumped out of the van as I tried to break free with no success. I felt a sharp prick on the side of my arm, and dread filled me as I saw one of the new men back up with an empty syringe. The guy covering my mouth removed his hand, and I took a deep breath to scream, but a second person quickly covered my mouth with their gloved hand. “Mhhmmph!” The faint muffled noise was not what I had hoped for.

I struggled to breathe through my nose, and my head started to swim as my limbs lost their strength. I was quickly hauled into the van and the door closed behind us with an ominous bang. I was barely able to struggle. They must have injected me with something…

My mind went black as the engine started rumbling and I felt the van start moving.





––––––
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Chapter 2

            

I was vaguely aware of drifting in and out of consciousness. I dimly felt distant pain, but it was like it didn’t belong to me. This somewhat reminded me of when I had been under anesthesia to have my wisdom teeth removed and had just started to come to. 

My mind was foggy, and I had immense difficulty concentrating enough to even form a thought. I was dreadfully tired and didn’t really want to wake up. One thing I was aware of was the searing heat. It was like I was about to have heat stroke. I tried to move, but was unable to. I was trapped in a small space, so tight that I could barely shift my arms or legs. The stale air was hot and stuffy. I drifted off again as my body was overheating.

I dimly heard faint voices and had the sense that the container I was in was being moved. My body was so cramped from my contorted position that I could barely feel my arms and legs. I tried to shift my position to ease the deep aches in my body, but there was simply no room, not even enough to so much as turn my head. I was just so tired… I dropped into sleep once again.

I woke up again, and this time my mind was mostly clear. I also realized just how much my body hurt from being in this position for so long. I had completely lost track of time and had no idea how long I have been stuffed into this small space. I wondered if I could break out of whatever box they had me trapped in. I listened, but didn’t hear anything. If I can break out, this would be my chance to escape before they return and drug me again.

I couldn’t move my hands to feel the walls, so I tried to push with my arms and legs. My limbs protested loudly and painfully as cramped muscles tried to move. There had to be a door or lid on this thing somewhere. I took a deep breath of the stagnant and heavy air before pushing again. I heard a crack echo around me. I paused, but if anyone was around, they may have not heard it.

I tried again and got another crack. It sounded like the wood by my feet was giving way. The heat that I had found so oppressive before seemed to lend me strength now. I kept struggling and pushing, pausing to rest frequently. It was nearly impossible to rest in cramped conditions with air that had been rebreathed who knows how many times. I felt starved of oxygen.

That thought sent some adrenaline through my system, and I pushed with all of the might that my weak muscles could muster. A cracking and tearing noise sounded as my prison split into two. The lack of confining walls sent me sprawling on the ground as I tried to recover.

I blinked bleary eyes at the odd red light above me. I took a deep breath of air. It was hot, but it was fresh and welcoming. My muscles were shaky and weak, and I struggled to roll over onto my stomach. I finally managed it and sighed in relief. I looked down and froze when I saw scaled claws near my face tense up, causing the sharp claws to extend slightly.

“Take it easy. You are not going mad. We are all in the same boat.” 

I jumped at the male voice in my head. Somehow, I knew that it originated off to the side. I turned my head and stared. A dragon was looking at me. That was the first word that came to mind at any rate. 

His amber-colored eyes reminded me of a cat’s with the slit pupils. His forelegs ended in four toes and a thumb, although his back legs had five toes. His long thin tail accounted for almost half of his length. His slim head looked almost dainty, and his narrow neck was almost as long as his arms.

I was kind of surprised that he didn’t have any spines or horns. He reminded me more of a cute, winged lizard than a fierce monster. His tiny, shiny blue scales covered his entire body, although the scales on his stomach were a lighter color. He was a startling sky blue color that was probably tough to spot if he flew overhead.

He turned his head slightly, which allowed me to see long flexible ear tufts covered in miniscule scales. He yawned, revealing a row of narrow teeth with longer canines before stretching his wings. His wings were long and narrow, built for speed and agility.

I inhaled in shock as I belatedly realized that he was about the same size as me, and that he was in some sort of a glass cage. In growing shock and confusion, I started looking around as I took in my surroundings. My eyes widened as I saw row upon row of cages on tables with dragons or huge eggs inside. I inhaled in alarm as I realized that I was in the same type of cage.

I glanced back down, and with a sinking feeling in my stomach, it slowly dawned on me that the golden scaled hand was actually mine. I shook my head as I tried to dismiss this as an appalling nightmare, possibly brought on by whatever tranquilizer they had used on me. The very action of shaking my head only made me realize that my neck moved very differently. It was extremely flexible and seemed far too long. 

I turned my head and was stunned when my long neck allowed me to completely examine my own wing-covered back. I saw two halves of a massive egg shell on either side of me; the membrane still hanging inside of it. My breathing picked up as I tried to understand what was going on.

“Relax. Try not to panic.” The voice sounded in my mind again, and I could swear that I was hearing dim whispering in the background. Voices in my head. I must be going crazy.

I looked back at the blue dragon, who was watching me with an understanding and sympathetic expression. I tried to ask him what was going on, but all I got was a string of chirps, whistles, and hums from my attempt to speak. I shut up in confusion. I sounded like a bloody bird… 

He tilted his head. “Concentrate on me and try to think at me. I will be able to hear your mindvoice if you try to send it. You will also start to hear other voices. That is the general mindlink where anyone can talk. Just imagine a wall between it and you, and it will block the voices. Just keep my voice on your side of the wall or you won’t be able to hear me either.”

Uh huh. Right. I never bought into the telepathy theory in the past, but I might as well give it a go now. I focused on him as I tried to think at him, “Can you hear me?” It was tentative, even in my mind. Strangely enough, I had the bizarre feeling that he had heard me…

He nodded in approval. “Yes. Very good for a first attempt.”

“What on earth is going on? Why do I look like this?”

He sighed heavily, and I felt it through his mindvoice. “None of us are here by choice. Each of us was kidnapped, and the next thing we knew, we ended up like this. We aren’t sure how the scientists did it, although we have heard rumors that they are using some alien technology from Area 51 to blend DNA.”

“Alien technology? What?” I was having a hard time believing this, although aliens shouldn’t be too far-fetched considering that I now had four feet, two wings, and a tail…

He shrugged somewhat as he replied, “We only heard a few snippets from the scientists. They recovered some sort of technology from some wreckage and have managed to get it to work somewhat. All we know is that they needed the intelligence of a sentient being in order for it to succeed.”

I blinked a few times as I wrapped my mind around these strange details. “Okay… So they somehow put my mind into this body? As far as I can tell, I am not missing any memories…”

“We all remember our pasts perfectly, but whatever you do, don’t let these scientists figure out that your mind is still that of a human. They are convinced that we are just animals at this point.”

He narrowed his eyes at me as he ensured that I was listening. “We do not dare let them figure it out. We once overheard that we would be put down if any of us showed any signs that our memories or minds were intact. So try and act like an animal. Most are choosing a cat as a role model since we are about that size. You will discover that odd instincts and habits that tagged along for the ride in your new body. They will help cover up your inner humanity.”

I blinked in shock. “Why are they doing this?”

He laid down and stretched out his wings to collect heat from the heat lamp above him. His voice was sad. “We don’t know. We have never overheard anything regarding that question either. The scientists come in several times a day and often take us to various rooms. We get to stretch our legs and wings a bit. They will be watching, so don’t try anything intelligent. They may take a blood sample or pluck a scale, but otherwise, they mostly just observe. Whatever you do, don’t trust them.”

I looked around the room; most of the cages on one side had dragons. The row on the other side mostly held eggs that were about the same size as the one I had just freed myself from. The dragons all had shiny scales as well as the same body shape and size. The only real difference was color. Each dragon only had one color, although there were six color morphs.

It looked like blue or green were the most common. I saw red, purple, gold like myself, and a shiny grey color that resembled polished silver. At a guess, the blue dragon was correct, and we were about the size of cat, although it was hard to tell considering my own size was now different and I didn’t have much to compare it to.

I asked the talkative blue dragon, “How many were kidnapped?”

He closed his eyes in an expression that I somehow recognized as grief. “Thousands have been kidnapped from around the world. The odds of surviving their torturous procedures to get to the point of hatching are extremely low. We have talked via the mindlink, and we can hear each other even if we can’t see one another. Every voice always ends up in this room. If we count you, there are 93 of us who made it this far.”

I sat in silent shock. Thousands had been kidnapped, and yet, less than a hundred survived? If I had been standing, I would have fallen down. He seemed to notice my shock and kindly told me, “There are bowls in the corner behind you. Fruit and water. It is safe; they never drug it. Eat and drink something before you go into shock. You are going to need your strength.”

I glanced behind me, still not used to my flexible neck. A drink of water sounded really good… I got up on shaky feet, having four feet was extremely odd, and I stumbled a bit as I managed to walk the few steps over. It took me a few seconds to figure out how to sip the water with my long muzzle. I had never been much of a fan of peaches, but they tasted fantastic at this point.

By the time I emptied both bowls, my legs were shaking from exertion. I used my nose to push the shell halves against the front door. I walked back under the heat lamp and flopped down in exhaustion. The heat was welcome. 

My voice sounded drained. “I can’t believe how tired I am. Any idea how long it has been since I was kidnapped?” Were they searching for me yet? Had they starting putting up posters at this point?

His distant eyes met mine. “When were you kidnapped?”

I thought for a moment and said, “Mid-September, the thirteenth, I think. I had one more paper to write for a scholarship application.”

His eyes never left mine as his soft voice replied, “If the white coats are correct, the date today is March first.”

I was speechless as I stared at him with wide eyes. Twitching his ear tufts, he said, “You mentioned a scholarship. I assume you were pretty smart?”

I blinked at the change in topic. “I won the biggest scholarship with my grades the last three years in a row.”

He sighed again. “That is why they targeted you then. They seem to pick people within certain categories or with various traits. They try to target the smartest, or the fastest, or the most artistic. They are trying to see if it has any influence on the success rate of whatever they are doing. They did try age ranges at first, but dropped it quickly. Apparently, no one over the age of thirty ever survived.”

I rested my head on my hands tiredly; it was strange, but felt natural enough. He glanced over at the movement. He said, “Sleep. You will feel much better when you wake up. The first few days are the worst; at least, until you build up your strength.”

I closed my eyes and was instantly asleep.


Chapter 3





The sound of voices woke me, and I blinked sleepily as I lifted my head. I inhaled in surprise when I saw that a dozen people wearing white lab coats were going down the rows. They were examining each cage and writing things on the clipboard that was lying in front of that cage. A man was in front of my neighboring blue dragon’s cage, taking notes.

I inhaled in shock. The dragon had been right - I was much smaller now. The scientists dwarfed me. The young man in the white lab coat put the clipboard down and moved in front of my glass prison. 

I wanted nothing to do with barbaric people who could do this to other people. I hastily staggered to my feet and backed up with a loud hiss, startling myself with the sound. I had not been aware that I could hiss in this new body. It sounded more like water hitting hot rocks, rather than like a cat. The blue dragon lowered his head and growled at the guy. The man was not fazed by either of our actions, and I could hear the other dragons expressing their dislike of the scientists near them. 

He examined the clipboard in front of my cage before grabbing the handle on top of my cage. He put the cage and the clipboard on a small cart in front of him. I whined in fear as I backed into a corner of the cage.

The blue dragon’s voice once more entered my mind as he said, “They will take you to a small room to weigh and measure you. Remember to act like an animal. They will also likely give you a chance to move about. They do this to everyone every day.”

It was a small consolation, but at least I knew they weren’t about to strap me down and pretend to play mad scientist. Although, technically, the fact that I was in this situation meant that they had already done that… Where are one of those animal rights groups that sneak into illegal testing facilities when you need them?

The man pushed the cart out of the large room and down a hall before going into a small room. I growled at him as he lifted the cage and put it on a metal-topped table. Some of the things on this table looked like torture devices. He undid the latches on two ends of the cage. I hadn’t been aware that both the front and back glass pane were actually doors until he opened both of them.

Another white-clad man entered the room and closed the door behind himself. He put on heavy gloves before coming over and reaching into the front. I, of course, backed up to avoid him. I didn’t realize that I had backed up past the back door until it was too late. The cage was whisked away, leaving me standing on the cold table nervously. The gloved man started organizing stuff on the side of the table while I shuffled backward until my tail touched the wall.

The first man started flipping through the clipboard and spoke into a small voice recorder. “Specimen 2843. Female, twenty years old. Part of the intelligence specification group. Collected on September fourteenth with use of injected tranquilizer blend A3. Metaforming completed on February second. Egg case finished formation on February eighteenth. High heat hatching method C5 was used. Hatching occurred late evening on March twenty-first.”

He nodded to his companion, who came forward to grab me. I tried to run, but I hadn’t gotten used to my new body and simply ended up tripping over my own feet as my claws skidded on the smooth metal. All I succeeded in doing was banging my chin on the table as I failed to find any sort of traction. 

I screeched as the man grabbed me; I tried to claw him, but my claws couldn’t pierce the thick glove. It was as if there was a metal lining inside to stop sharp objects. He placed me in a basket that wobbled lightly beneath my feet. I instinctively half-spread my wings, trying to keep my balance so I didn’t fall down again. He eyed up both the scale and the odd black lines on the back of the basket.

“Four pounds and three ounces, or 1.9 kilograms,” he said. “She stands twenty-three centimeters, or nine inches, at the shoulder. Typical weight and size upon hatching. Growth will be monitored.”

I squawked as I was grabbed again; my heart was pounding and my struggles were in vain. I was held up and examined as the one man moved my legs and wings to inspect their range. “No noticeable deformities or mutations. Meets standard form and shape. Before collection, specimen 2843 was noted to have preferred flight over fight and actively avoided conflict. These traits seem to have transferred over. Actions are mostly evasive with defensive moves if she is unable to avoid us.”

I wiggled in the man’s grasp as I hissed at him once more. Stalkers! They stalked me for who knows how long while taking notes?! Oh, I can’t wait until they get what they deserve! The man bent over and placed me in a large tray of sand on the floor. I clumsily scrambled backwards to get away. The tray was in the corner, and soon I had pressed myself against the walls. 

The man backed up and placed the gloves on the table before leaving the room. The first man was sitting on a chair in the corner, watching me with a clipboard in his hand as if taking notes.

I swiftly looked around, but there was nothing to hide under or any obvious escape routes. I shivered lightly; the air seemed cool after a night under the heat lamp. I watched him cautiously, but he remained sitting while simply watching me. 

I was starting to feel chilled, and the nearby heat lamp was tempting. With one eye on the man, I walked several steps over to the heat lamp that was shining on the sand tray. I sighed in relief as I curled up on the warm sand and spread my wings to collect the heat. I watched the man warily while I warmed back up, but he never left his seat.

This heat lamp was much hotter than the last one, and it wasn’t too long before I started feeling overly warm. I glanced up at the windowsill, but all I could see from the floor was blue sky. I wondered if I could manage to get up there. If I could, I might get an idea as to where I was being held. That knowledge would be essential if I tried to escape.

I took a deep breath and stretched, luckily my body knew the best way. Like a cat, I stretched my forearms out in front and dug in my claws slightly as my wings arched over my back.

My claws were retractable like a cat’s were. Cool. I shook myself like a dog, resulting in an odd tinkling as my tiny scales rustled against one another. This tail feels so bizarre. Perhaps I had better get the hang of walking before flying, or else my attempt at landing is going to be rather humiliating…

I stretched a few more times in various ways, trying to get a hang of how my muscles and limbs moved. I was delighted to realize that I could sit up on my haunches like a rabbit. At least I wasn’t completely restricted to all fours.

Pretend I am a simple animal… What would a cat or similarly-sized animal do? I shook myself once more and slowly walked around the large tray of sand. I dug down a bit in one corner, although I didn’t get far before I found the bottom of the tray. So much for digging to China.

I realized that nature was calling. Well, I already dug a hole, I might as take my cue from cats. I quickly did my business in the hole and buried it. It would give the staring pervert behind me something to clean. Serves him right for making me so uncomfortable. The least he could do is look away and give me a bit of privacy, but no…

I wandered back over the heat lamp and rolled around on the warm sand. The sand felt really good against my scales. It also gave me an idea of how lithe and flexible my new body was. I hadn’t ever been this flexible. I didn’t even think that my cat could do some of the contortions that I managed.

I was warm again. I sat up and shook myself with that tinkling noise as my wings halfway unfurled with the movement. I regarded my wings, mindful of the silent man in the corner. I pretended to lick and nibble on an itchy spot on the wing joint before stretching my wings to their fullest. They were long and narrow. At least it is a skin membrane covered in scales, and I don’t have to preen feathers.

I moved out from under the lamp and went to the edge of the sand tray. It was just high enough that I couldn’t step down. I would have to jump a bit, but it would be an excellent way to test out my wings. I partially unfurled my wings as I crouched on the sand and examined the small drop with my head peering over the edge of the tray. I tried to recall what I had observed when watching birds take off - and especially how they landed.

I jumped over the lip of the tray and beat down hard with my wings. I had expected to only slow my fall; I had not expected to end up gaining so much height. I squawked in surprise and spread my wings wide in alarm before gravity regained its hold on me. With several awkward back-winging motions of my wings, I landed lightly on the floor.

Well, at least I know my wings work. I glanced at the man in the corner as he was scribbling quick notes. I turned around to regard the tray again. Well, they say practice makes perfect. With another hop and a single wingbeat, I managed to land in the sand tray with fanned wings slowing my momentum. 

That was much more graceful. But a wing-assisted hop wasn’t true flight. And I still wasn’t on the windowsill.


Chapter 4

            

I shook myself once more and eyed up the table from the tray of sand. If I could get up there, then I would be halfway to that window. I walked to the edge of the tray and bobbed my head a bit as I examined the distance. I gathered myself in a crouch as I arched my wings over my back. This will either work out or fail miserably. This reminds me of those all or nothing scholarship tests I had to do during the application. At least I aced those tests.

With one more quick pep-talk to gather my courage, I jumped forward and up as I slashed my wings through the air. I quickly followed the first wingbeat with a second, somehow instinctively knowing how to tuck my wings in as I pulled them back up. I was picking up some serious speed and height even with just two wingbeats. 

Several wingbeats later, I was above the table. I fanned my wings while holding out my arms and legs before back-winging. My tail twisted and dropped down to help stall out my flight. It was a good thing my long neck was flexible; it allowed me to lift my head and watch my feet while I attempted my landing. 

My claws hit the metal and squealed slightly as I slid forward a bit from my landing speed. That had gone much better than I had expected, mostly because my body seemed to know what it was doing. I was just trying to catch up.

I took a deep breath and folded my wings gently. They were trembling slightly from the effort that the short flight had taken me. I was also breathing somewhat hard. I quickly realized that it would take some time to build up muscle and endurance in order to attempt any kind of an escape. I couldn’t exactly escape if I could barely fly up to a table top.

I watched the man out of the corner of my eye as he furiously put his pen to work. My wings needed some time to recover, so I examined the table since I was up here. The second man had taken the glass cage away when he left, and I cautiously approached some other objects on the table. I walked as if I were on slippery ice to avoid falling down.

It was mostly common supplies that were found on the counters of most veterinarian examination rooms; stethoscope, popsicle sticks, and a few other odds and ends. The measuring devices had been taken away with the second man. 

What would a cat do in this situation? If I ever made a wish to have a cat’s life in the past, it just came true… I guess I should have been more careful what I was wishing for. I stretched my head out to gently nip at a popsicle stick.

I grabbed it with my teeth and yanked it up so that it came out of the jar. I dropped it on the table to bat at it with my hands. It slid very nicely on the metal table. A playful hop and a few bats later, I craned my head down to examine the stick that now resided on the floor below. Going down was far too much like work. 

I turned back, feeling oddly playful. What other kinds of mischief can I get up to? Minutes later, another dozen popsicle sticks adorned the floor. It was a good thing that the holder was plastic; it had actually rolled off of the table on its own accord. The fact that I knocked it on its side and gave it a gentle push had nothing to do with it, of course.

Some cotton balls were littered on the table, but they had a bad habit of getting stuck on my claws and teeth, so I used my tail to swat most of them off of the table. 

I tentatively tapped a soft foam block with my hand. It was about half my size, and I had no idea why it was up here. I tried to jump on top of it, but it was soft enough that it just collapsed beneath my feet and rolled me to the side. 

I playfully reared up on my hind legs while flaring my wings behind me before hopping on it once more. This time when it rolled to the side I hung onto it. I held it with my front hands while I tried to rake the block with my hind claws.

Judging from the tearing noise and what I felt, the foam block was losing this battle badly. It was odd to be laying on my wings, but it didn’t hurt. It was just a bit uncomfortable. I let go and pushed the remains of the shredded foam block away with a thrust of my hind legs. It landed near the end of the table and slid off. I rolled to my feet and stood up before shaking myself off.

I was surprised at how easily I had adjusted to my new shape. I could walk and hop without actually thinking about how to do it. It was kind of like riding a bicycle. Once you got the hang of it, you never really forgot. My muscles were starting to get sore though; they weren’t used to this much exercise. I looked around the room again.

My obsessed stalker in the corner had almost ten pages of notes already. I turned once more to my destination and tilted my head at the window. A blue butterfly was resting on the other side, occasionally moving its wings. It wasn’t one I had ever seen before. I must be much further from home than I had originally thought. There was netting in front of the window, probably to keep idiots like me from crashing into the glass head first, but there was room on the windowsill to land if I was careful.

My wings had mostly recovered, so I decided to attempt another flight. I moved my head up and down to line up my trajectory. I crouched and jumped. My claws skidded along the metal without grip as I belly-flopped on the metal table. Idiot. How could I have forgotten to account for the fact that I had no grip on this table? I was embarrassed, but at least no one had been videotaping that. I hope.

I shook myself off in an attempt to put my humiliation behind me. I walked to the edge of the table, if I could wrap my back claws over the table edge, I would have enough grip to launch myself into the air. If I failed, I would overbalance and fall down. If that happens, I hope I slow my fall in time to avoid another F on my flying exam.

I carefully lined myself up on the edge with all four feet on the edge. I took a deep breath and jumped. It worked, and I was airborne once again. I tried to slow my flight some as I approached the wide windowsill. I carefully back-winged and managed a fairly graceful landing as my wingtips brushed the net.

I moved my head to inspect the butterfly. Remembering to act cat-like, I lifted my paw to try and touch it. Of course, the netting kept me from even touching the window. I snorted at the netting as I watched the butterfly slowly move its wings as it collected the sunlight. 

I glanced beyond the butterfly, hoping for clues that would tell me exactly where I was. I saw trees and plants that I had no names for, but they were definitely tropical. Wherever I was, this place never saw snow. Well, that removes about half of the world from my list… Doesn’t help me much though.

I craned my head up; this netting looked like I could climb it as if it was a jungle gym rope net. Well, kittens love curtains, so let’s see if there is a reason for their obsession. I grabbed onto the netting and started climbing. It was kind of fun. It also was an intense workout. 

I got to the top and looked around. I couldn’t go any higher. I shifted sideways as I examined the room layout once more. I was pretty sure I could push away from the netting and spread my wings to glide down to the floor. I eyed up the floor and pushed off. 

I squealed in alarm as my hind leg got caught in a gap in the netting. Trapped, I ended up falling down until my leg was pulled behind me. I frantically gripped the netting with my hands in terror as my wings fanned the air. 

I heard a chair slide, and I looked over to see that the scientist was running towards me. I freaked out with his approach and struggled against the netting harder. I tried pulling my foot free, but the netting had twisted around my ankle.

He reached out for me, and I released my grip with one hand to slash at him. He withdrew his hands, but grabbed a can off of his belt and pointed it at me as he pushed the spray button on top. It was some sort of aerosol spray with a sticky-sweet smell. I sneezed at the odor while trying to pull my foot free, but the netting was firmly wound around my ankle.

My mind went foggy, and my muscles started to go limp. The scientist lifted me up as my head started weaving in disorientation. At this point, I couldn’t concentrate well enough to fight him. I could barely hang on, although I could still hear and see as if through a fog. 

The man gently cut the netting with scissors and freed my foot. He placed me on the sand under the heat lamp and grabbed the radio from his belt. My head was swimming, and I could barely move. Standing wasn’t even a remote possibility. 

Moments later, three more people entered the room. One brought a cage and put it on the table. The other two bent over to carefully inspect and feel my leg before checking the rest of my body. I tried to growl at them, but it was so faint that I wasn’t even sure they heard it. 

One lady spoke as she carefully spread my wings and gently felt the bones. “I don’t think anything was damaged. She possibly pulled some muscles though. Watch her carefully for the next while. I will file a work order to have the netting on all of the windows replaced with something made of plastic with holes too small for the dragonets to get their feet or heads through.”

I was carefully and gently placed in the cage before being wheeled back to the main room. They put my cage back in its slot and placed the heat lamp above me. 

“Are you alright?” 

I barely managed to turn my head to look at the blue dragon who was watching me with concern. I blinked as I tried to concentrate enough to mindlink him. “I pretended the window netting was a jungle gym, and my foot got caught. He sprayed me with something before untangling me.”

He tilted his head. “Ah, yes. Some sort of tranquilizing spray. Doesn’t quite knock us out, but it comes close. It will wear off shortly.”

“I hope so…” I closed my eyes to rest. 

I woke up to the sound of the front of my cage being opened. I jerked my head back and hissed at the lady. She ignored me as she put several dishes inside the entrance before closing the door. I shook my head to clear it before getting up and stretching. There was barely enough room for me to stretch my wings fully in this cage. My muscles were a bit sore from their workout, but it didn’t feel like I had strained anything.

I mulled over the earlier events, wondering about the scientists and how they had reacted. My blue neighbor was already enjoying his fruit, and I commented, “This place is so strange. These people have to know that we were kidnapped and then turned into lizards.”

He glanced at me as he chewed. “They know what horrors happen here. We overheard a few of them discussing it. If they tell anyone, both they and those they told will suffer the same fate to ensure that they remain silent. I suspect that they had quite a reaction when your foot got caught.”

I made a face as I wandered over to check out my food bowl. “The guy was practically beside himself trying to get me loose. He backed up quickly enough when I tried to take a swipe at him with my claws.” 

I flattened my ear tufts in annoyance. “Then he drugged me. The oddest part was how gingerly they handled me, like they were scared of hurting me. That strikes me as strange since they obviously don’t care that hundreds of people die in this place during their science experiments.”

He replied, “Any injury we get puts them in extremely hot water with whoever their superiors are. They may seem caring at times, but that is because they consider us valuable. The amount of time and labor they put in for a handful of survivors makes them extremely careful with us. They still can’t be trusted, regardless of how they sometimes act.”

“They kidnapped me and stole my life,” I said, chewing a piece of apple. “I am not about to trust them. I wouldn’t mind giving them a few scratches though.”

He made an odd chuckling sound. “They keep a close eye on our claws. Every once in a while, someone manages to slash them. Our claws are very sharp and can inflict a fair bit of damage. They have lots of protective gear though. No sense trying to chase and attack them since they will just sedate you or lock you up.”

I shook my head. “I am beginning to wish that I had just called a cab that evening.”

With a sigh, he said, “They take months to pick and track their targets. They would have gotten you eventually, no matter what you did. Two of us here were hard for them to get to, so they made the fire alarm go off in a big store and then kidnapped them in the resulting confusion.”

I thought carefully; it was very unusual for my friend to work late without knowing well in advance. “Could they have arranged for someone to have to work late in order to force me to walk and meet my ride?”

“It wouldn’t be the first time they did that. If they were not directly outside where you were located or waiting at your destination, then they had a hand in it.”

I winced. I had walked right into their trap and hadn’t thought twice about it. He continued, “Don’t feel too bad about it. Almost everyone here has a similar story, and there was nothing really suspicious to tip them off. If they had failed in that attempt, they would have tried again later.”

I nodded as I worked my way through my bowl of mixed fruit. There seemed to be a bit of everything in here. I couldn’t even identify some of the fruit. I dropped the piece of lime on the floor, but ate everything else. 

I glanced back at the blue dragonet as he munched on a grape. “What is your name?”

He looked over at me. “Drake. Yours?”

“Tasha.”    




Chapter 5

            

I growled lowly at the man as he put my cage back in its slot. The last three months had not softened my heart towards these scientists. I listened to the bored discussions in my head as others conversed over the main mindlink. I didn’t bother blocking the rambling conversation - this place was boring enough as it was.

The red dragonet in the cage beside me hissed as the man walked by her cage. She had hatched about a month ago and was even less impressed with the situation than I was. Being younger than me, she was a bit smaller than me, although not by much. 

There were 108 dragonets now, and the first three survivors had been here almost a year. After about six months, they had finished growing and were about a quarter bigger than the newly hatched dragonets. Which kind of disappointed the scientists; they had been hoping that we would grow larger, not only reaching twelve inches at the shoulder.

All of the dragonets held a grudge against the humans walking around this place. The routine was predictable and terribly boring. We got three meals a day, were taken to a small room to exercise for an hour twice a day, and then we sat in the cages for the rest of the time. We were kept carefully separated from each other to prevent physical contact. I guess they didn’t trust us to play nicely together.

The main discussion on the mindlink was a common theme. How to escape and what we could do after we managed it. So far, we had not had any luck in getting loose, other than one guy who had managed to rock his cage until it fell on the floor and shattered. He had been unable to get out of the room with its fancy locks before the scientists came in for a routine feeding and noticed him. They had swiftly netted him, and now all of the cages had magnets securing them to the tables. A switch had to be flicked in order to release the magnet. 

What we would do in the impossible event that one of us managed to escape was a widely debated discussion. If we pretended to be animals, we would probably end up in a zoo or in another cage. If we revealed our intelligence, which would be needed to free the remaining dragonets, it could lead to even more problems and complications. 

A light male voice sighed in the mindlink as he entered the conversation. “I told you that it won’t work. Several governments are aware, or at least have a vague idea, of what this place is doing. How else are they smuggling hundreds of people across country borders? I was a secret agent when I saw a file on some sort of lab that was supposedly taking people who had no chance of surviving another month and giving them a new body. They obviously don’t know the fine details, but they will silence anyone who threatens to expose them – and any inquiry into this place will expose them.”

It was hard to argue with logic from someone who had been handed over to this lab simply because he had seen some of the paperwork. Considering he remembered being shot with bullets before being handed over to the scientist team, it was a miracle that he survived to this point.

We all paused as the building shook slightly for a few seconds. A timid voice asked, “Was that an earthquake?”

“Possibly…”

Another voice weighed in. “I don’t think so; the earthquakes back home felt a bit different. That was almost like the vibration of an explosion.”

A huge explosion blew in part of the wall before anyone else could speak. Many shrieked in fear or surprise at the unexpected event. One table was knocked over before the power went out. The magnetic locks gave way, and the six cages dropped the last distance to the floor.  The glass on four of them shattered with the impact.

The secret agent was swift to spot the opportunity. “Quick! Open the latches on the rest of the cages so we can all escape! Swiftly!”

One was too dazed to stand at the moment, but the other three jumped into action as they started opening up various cages. Each newly-freed dragonet quickly started freeing others. I waited impatiently for the green dragonet above to manage to undo the latch on my cage. I quickly pushed the door open and sprang into the air with ease of practice. I opened another cage before we were all free.

“Is everyone free? Good! Let’s go!” The purple scales of the secret agent headed for the hole in the wall where dim sunlight shone in. With a flurry of silent wingbeats, 108 of us flew swiftly into the outside world.

I didn’t realize that we were on the edge of a city… Large apartments and stores were nearby while skyscrapers stood proudly in the background. We quickly flew over the massive chain-link fence surrounding the compound and into a treed green space beyond. The sound of explosions and something that sounded like a cannon filled the air.

“What is that?!”

I turned to see what the green dragonet was looking and slowed down as I took in the scene that was now in view. How we had not noticed it before was a mystery to me. It looked like a partial war zone. Tanks were lined up as men scrambled around with what appeared to be missile launchers. One of the missile launchers fired, and I followed its trajectory.

I felt the shock of the others roll across the mindlink as we saw hundreds of huge spaceships covering the sky in one long line as far as the eye could see. Beneath the ships, some sort yellow light shone down. It was so bright that it was hard to see through.

My breath caught in my throat as I realized that whenever the light passed over a human, they turned into a pile of goo with clothing and stuff stuck in it. My wingbeats faltered as my fear edged closer to an unthinking panic.

“FLY!!!”

The command snapped us out of our trance as we turned to flee. I glanced over my shoulder, dreading what I would see. Like a storm driven by high winds, the spaceships were traveling unbelievably fast. I saw a tank fire at one, only to have the shell somehow rebound off of a blue shield of light that appeared around the spaceship. The shell was bounced back towards the military; it hit the ground and exploded, causing a nearby building to partially collapse.

My lungs burned with the effort of my flight, I had never flown so much at one time before without pauses to rest. The others weren’t doing much better, but our fear was giving us plenty of incentive to keep trying. I glanced back to see that the ships were rapidly gaining on us. I watched as the light passed over the military, leaving piles of goo behind. I blinked as I saw a dog run through the light unharmed. I turned my head to face forward as I tried to push for more speed. 

“It’s gaining on us!” The red female was terrified. I glanced back fearfully, and almost froze in terror. The light was almost on our tails. Several gave out high-pitched shrieks of fear and panic as the light passed over us.

We pulled ourselves into a hover as the light passed by without harming us. “Unless someone feels like chasing the light,” the secret agent said, “I suggest we fly to that park over there to recover and plan.” His voice was shaking and quiet, but he had a valid point. 

Glad someone managed to keep their head during that, because it sure wasn’t me. We all headed to the park to rest while we tried to figure out what was going on.

  

       Three days later, we all hung out in a massive park beside a lake. We had not seen a single human, even despite sneaking back into the city to see if there were any survivors. We saw plenty of smaller alien ships though, as well as several of the slender, pale white aliens. Two of our number had spied on the aliens and had been shocked when they were able to understand the alien’s speech despite never having heard anything like it before.

From what we overheard, we now knew that this race had completely wiped out any human on the planet. They had left no place unscanned by the killing light that had been programmed to only destroy humans. Currently, they were leveling the human cities to build their own. The local wildlife didn’t concern them unless something attacked them or seemed hostile.

We had even snuck back into that terrible room where we had been held captive to try and move the remaining eggs, hoping that some would survive. We had taken time to look at the notes before discarding that idea. Any sudden drop in temperature killed the one trapped within, and with no power, the eggs had chilled during the two days before we came back to check. 

I remembered my first week and how much I had needed the heat. We did crack a couple open, but those inside were truly dead. We left that area and had never returned.


Chapter 6





* * * * * * *   7 Year Time Lapse   * * * * * * *







I bit into a piece of fruit and pulled it off of the branch. I spread my wings and glided down to land on a rock on the edge of a creek. It was a good place to enjoy some sun and get a drink while eating. I glanced at the paved path and kept half an eye on the three aliens walking along it.

In an ironic twist of justice, about three months after the race of white aliens had wiped out the human race, a second race of aliens had returned the favor. Oddly enough, we could also understand this race as well. They called themselves the Kymari and were strikingly different from the first race of aliens. 

They had a vague humanoid shape, but stood about ten feet tall and were powerfully built. Their heavily-muscled bodies showed their strength, although they could move quite quickly when they chose. All of them had dark green skin and black hair. Each strand of their straight hair was probably the thickness of a piece of spaghetti, giving it an odd flowing look when they turned their head.

For some bizarre reason, all of the dragonets had knowledge about both races of aliens, as if we had hidden knowledge or memories tucked away inside of our minds. We had nicknamed those bits of sourceless information ‘Blood Memories’, for it seemed to come with our dragonet bodies.

These aliens were a race of fighters, peaceful only among their own species. They somewhat reminded me of the old style Japanese culture, at least from what I understood from the old movies. They tolerated other races if they were on good terms or for trading, but that was about it. 

This race tended to be the one that attacked any other race that stepped out of line or caused trouble in the area they controlled, which seemed to span across several galaxies. They weren’t a race that anyone wanted to attack since the Kymari would all band together in a fierce retaliation.

I examined the three walking slowly along the path. The males often wore some armor on their chest or forearms and tended to carry at least one or two weapons. I had never seen a female wear armor yet, although they usually carried a heavy knife on their belt. Every male I saw carried some sort of odd extendable spear that collapsed into a tube the size of their hand. A number of the males also carried some sort of energy weapon as well.

I preferred this race over the first one. The Kymari had a respect for nature, and every city had dozens of parks inside. Not one trace of humanity could be found at this point. No building, car, tire, or piece of litter remained. The Kymari had erased all traces that humans had ever walked on this planet.

They had built sprawling spacious cities that housed thousands of their kind, surrounded by high walls. They didn’t like to live as densely as humans did, which was a relief for us since there were fewer of them to keep an eye out for. They had never realized that the dragonets were more than mere animals. They ignored us since we never bothered them and stayed out of their way. We still deemed it wise to avoid them as much as we could. We didn’t stray into the city streets and kept to the main park.

The reason we all lived in the parks was because strange and deadly animals not native to this planet now lurked outside of the city walls. Most had been accidentally or intentionally released by the first white aliens. They were fierce enough that the Kymari had built protective walls to prevent them from sneaking into their cities unnoticed.

I spread my wings to catch the sun as I nibbled on the fruit that I had pulled from the tree. That tree had originated on another world. The Blood Memories told me that the fruit was edible, and I had eaten it many times before. I knew the names of every plant here due to the Blood Memories, whether it was native to Earth or not. I glanced around at the greenery; the Kymari had planted dozens of various types of fruit and ornamental trees, as well as leaving a number of the native ones.

This particular park resided in the middle of the city, and it was the largest within the city walls. It was a huge park. It took me almost four hours to fly across it, and I wasn’t exactly slow on the wing. I glanced over as a Kymari child ran beside the three adults. Children were rare among that race and fiercely protected from any potential threat. Just one more reason to avoid their children at all costs…

I heard a splash and looked over. I grinned as Drake’s fledglings played at the water’s edge. It was true; love would find a way. Whatever had been altered in our genes bred true as well. The original dragonets may have hatched from huge eggs in the lab, but our eggs were a bit smaller than a chicken’s egg. Every clutch always had two pearly white eggs. Thankfully, the hatchlings inherited their parents’ intelligence and human heart. 

Hatchlings were able to fly within about five days, although it took around five years before they were fully grown. At one year old, they were about as intelligent as a young adult human, which made things much easier for us. 

So far, 24 had hatched since the lab was destroyed. The color of the hatchlings seemed rather random when compared to the parents, although the same colors appeared over and over. Red, purple, green, blue, gold, and silver in bright shiny colors. Those with a red, green, or gold coloration were always female; while those sporting purple, blue, or silver were always male.

I didn’t have a mate; there had been far more females than males when we had escaped the lab. Although several in the new generation had reached maturity, it felt too much like robbing the cradle for my tastes to consider one of them. Almost all of the males had paired up at this point, and they stayed with their mate. A couple hadn’t chosen a mate and showed no interest in pairing up.

Pairs seemed to form for life, as if it were written in our blood. Much like another race I have seen. I glanced at the four aliens leaving my view. The male Kymari mated for life, and if their mate died, they refused to consider another. The females occasionally remarried if their mate died and they were still young, but only after many years had passed to allow them to set their grief aside.

Our numbers had dropped during our first year of freedom due to accidents, injuries, and wild animals as we had learned to survive in this new world. There were only 72 of the original dragonets left from the 108 who had escaped, although with the children our numbers had finally climbed closer to a hundred.

I finished the fruit and examined the small fish that dared to eat insects near the surface of the slow-moving creek. Despite looking more like a miniature dragon, all of us favored fruits and plants. We occasionally got a taste for fish, or more rarely, meat. Our sharp retractable claws and sharp teeth helped us land a fish up to half our size or bring a rabbit down. No bird was a match for us if we wanted poultry for dinner.

We were fierce enough that we could take on almost anything our size or smaller. Our speed in the air was impressive, and even on the ground, we were agile. We had a few tricks that gave us an edge over even larger creatures. We could breathe fire. Just like dragons.

That had been a learning curve when we discovered that little tidbit of information. The heat built up in the back of our long throats and could be released in a stream like a flame thrower or we could spit it like a fireball. When I applied for that big scholarship in my fourth year of university, this is definitely not where I thought I would end up half a decade later. Going from a university student to a fire-breathing lizard was not in any of the fine print that I signed.

I dipped a wing tip in the water and flicked it at the two fledglings. They jumped as the cool water hit them. “Hey! What was that for?!”

I grinned at their playful outrage. “No reason other than the fact that I wanted to.”

I jumped straight up into the air and beat down with my wings to build momentum as the two gave chase. I flitted through the tree branches and around the tree trunks in the high speed chase with the ease of a bat. We were built for speed and maneuverability, although the two half-grown fledglings behind me still had the clumsiness of youngsters. 

I weaved effortlessly through this part of the forest while the youngsters struggled to keep me in their sight. I noticed a large hawk flying by and made a swift detour to slash at its tail feathers with a fierce hiss. It swiftly picked up its pace and gained altitude as it attempted to leave the area as fast as possible. 

A hawk as large as this one could potentially go after a fledgling. I had lost too many friends among the dragonets during that first year to even consider letting an overgrown turkey harm one of our flock’s children. All of us were protective over any fledgling or hatchling.

I dove back into the tree canopy as the youngsters resumed their chase. A while later, I landed on a rock near their father. “Drake, please control your children.” My voice held humor, and I knew he wouldn’t take me seriously.

He blinked lazily from where he lay beside his mate. “Unless I am mistaken, you started that one.”

I grinned and flopped down as I spread my own wings in the sun. I replied, “You would be correct.”

The one fledgling landed on my back lightly, playfully exclaiming, “Got you!” His claws were retracted and didn’t pierce my scales.

I turned my long neck to gaze at him in amusement. “Considering I was lying down, if you hadn’t caught me, we would have needed to sit down for a long talk.”

His sister chuckled as he grinned and rolled off my back to land in the shallow water of the creek. I turned back to Drake. “Any idea where the Morning Song is taking place tomorrow?”

He yawned. “Near that big oak in that field of flowers, just north of where the creek splits.”

I replied, “That is a good spot. We haven’t been there for some time. It might throw off our spectators.”

Drake’s mate snorted skeptically. She said,“I highly doubt that. They are quite persistent.”

I whistled a soft agreement with her opinion before we all fell silent as we enjoyed the sun’s rays.


Chapter 7





The sky was getting lighter as I waited. We had all gathered in this clearing as we awaited the sunrise. We gathered every morning for this, to sing the Morning Song. 

We would rise on wing to sing in long melodious tones that rose and fell like an intricate choir as we flew in complex and random patterns around one another, trusting our reflexes to avoid mid-air collisions. It was a thrilling dance that drove the body into complex acrobatics with the love of life. It was a song that woke the heart with joy and hope. It was both song and dance, and it was neither. It was the Morning Song. 

We had done it ever since we could see the sun rising, even the day after our escape. The desire to fly and sing as the sun touched the horizon was so strong that it was almost as powerful as the desire to breathe. 

One could prevent it, but one was fully aware of it and could feel it as he or she fought the blood-deep instinctive pull. It defined us more than our wings or our mindvoices; it united us in ways that words could not explain. One guy had managed to resist the call of the Morning Song for four days before finally giving in – and he never attempted it a second time.

We chose a different location every evening and would gather there as the sky lightened at dawn. I watched as the sun started to peek over the horizon. It was only a matter of time until my heart demanded that I take to the air to greet the sun. Others were also watching with a stillness that wouldn’t last much longer.

I could feel it building in my heart; I had no human experience to compare it to. Several rose into the air with a trill of joy. I launched off of the branch I was sitting on to join them, unable and unwilling to remain still and silent while the world awoke. I joined the others in an aerial display as I gave a long warble that somehow harmonized with the various chirps, trills, whistles, and other noises we made.

It was like I was drunk on life. I could think of no greater joy than the Morning Song. I put my joy into my graceful and swift flight while I voiced the joyful emotions overflowing in my heart. The sun slowly rose as we put our hearts, bodies, and souls into welcoming it once again while telling the world all about it.

Within minutes, the sun cleared the horizon, and the force driving the Morning Song faded. We split off and went our own ways for the day. A few younger fledglings had grown too tired to fly and rested on the ground below us. Their parents dropped down to join them; they would head elsewhere once the fledglings had caught their breath. 

As I flew up into the canopy, I spotted several Kymari who were watching our group disperse. We tried to pick a pretty secluded area away from the main walking paths, but it didn’t really help us at this point.

Mere months after we had snuck into the park, one of the Kymari heard us and had come to listen. Now, we seemed to have an audience seeking us every morning, regardless of where we sang. Like the most respectful of bird watchers, they kept their distance while sitting or standing as they watched and listened. 

About fifty Kymari showed up every day. Most were along the nearby paths, simply listening, while others came to watch. Our song and dance were unique, and they found it mesmerizing and fascinating. 

Once we dispersed across the park for the day, we lost their attention. Occasionally, one would watch us in the park, but they paid us no more heed than they gave the fish in the ponds. We were pretty to look at, but they simply let us go about our business.

I flew higher into the canopy as I put more distance between myself and our watchers. We all wished that they weren’t so taken with our Morning Song. We didn’t want their attention, but we loved the Morning Song more than we cared if they chose to watch and listen from a distance.

They would scour the forest each morning until they either located our gathering location or heard our song. Once one found us, they alerted the other searchers, and the others swiftly joined them. We preferred to hold the Morning Song in a clearing either along the trees, above the river, or along a rocky area where we could perch and watch the rising sun. 

We changed the location every day, although we did tend to frequent certain areas regularly. The park was only so big after all. Our change of location didn’t stop our audience from finding us. The Kymari were fast and nearly tireless. They would zigzag the forest, checking the usual locations as well as other similar areas until they found us. 

In the beginning, we had been in the middle of the Morning Song when we spotted the various aliens watching us from a distance. We had been quite nervous, but decided to continue our song, although we had been ready to scatter if we needed to. The pull of the song was simply too great to break it without immediate danger. 

The Kymari got better at locating us as the weeks went by, but had never intruded on our song or approached us as we flew and sang in the dance that we loved so. We had grown to reluctantly accept their distant presence. It was an odd unspoken truce; they didn’t seem to mind our low key presence in their park and we didn’t try to overly hide our Morning Song from those who were seeking it. 

We did try to avoid them the rest of the time if possible. We had been caged once, and none of us wanted to repeat the experience. I shook my head as I thought about those lurking in the area. They still make me as nervous as a turkey the day before a feast though… 

I did an upside down flip mid-air to slip between a tight space in the canopy branches. I glanced down to see a Kymari female and child sitting on a large branch halfway up a tree. They were watching me fly through the treetops above them. The two of them had been watching our dance as well. Their race was very good at climbing, and it wasn’t unusual to see them in trees or on the side of a cliff. 

I altered my path and headed for a sandy section of beach along a slow moving creek. The wet sand was perfect to scour our scales clean. I landed by the water’s edge and rolled in the wet sand before grabbing a handful to rub against the smaller scales that covered my wing membrane. Our wings needed careful cleaning or the folds could hide a lot of things that could itch. I would have to visit another group bathing later on since I was unable to reach some spots in the middle of my back.

I walked into the shallow water along the edge of the creek to rinse myself off. I splashed around to get all of the sand off of my scales. I pretended that I didn’t see the heat haze that was on the other side of the small creek. I was somewhat concerned when it started approaching me.

The birds and other animals seemed oblivious to it, but I knew that it was some sort of invisibility shield. Some of the Kymari carried the fist-sized gadget with them. They could see each other when they used it, and we could somehow also see them. They didn’t know that though. 

The shimmer slowly approached the other side of the pond, and I shifted my weight nervously as I kept rinsing myself off. It was like looking through a bad heat haze, but I could see the male Kymari watching me. He had likely been one of our audience this morning and was looking for a close-up view. 

I had zero intention of allowing that if I had any say in the matter. I paused to raise my head and sniff the air. Their cloaking field did not hide their scent, and they were aware of it. With a short alarm whistle, I shot into the air and flew in evasive maneuvers as I wove through the tree branches until I was out of sight. 

I paused to perch on a branch as I looked around. It was all clear; I sighed in relief. I was still unsettled by the alien’s approach and was fairly terrified that one of them would decide to try and catch me. It was a common fear among the dragonets.

Humans usually had a desire to possess anything that they were fascinated with. Thankfully, these aliens had not shown any such inclination yet, but I wasn’t about to take any chances. I had no desire to be trapped like a bird in a cage. My experiences from the lab still gave me nightmares. Many others also had bad dreams from those distant days.


Chapter 8

            

I shook myself hard until my scales made tinkling noises. I took flight again and lazily flew to a different section of the creek where sand tended to collect so I could finish my interrupted bath at that location. 

To my delight, there was another dragonet just arriving for her own bath as well. The red dragonet used sand to scrub the scales along my back where my wings prevented me from cleaning it myself. I also cleaned her scales for her. Once our scales were clean and shiny, we moved to the side to lie on large rocks. 

I spread my wings to dry and sunbathe as the sun finally came out from behind the clouds. The heat was intoxicating and energized me. Some days I feel like the cat that I occasionally pretend to be.

I wasn’t like a reptile that was slowed or crippled by the cold. I could tolerate it and maintain my body temperature, but much like when I had truly been human, I preferred the temperatures above freezing. Thankfully, this place never reached such cold temperatures.

I yawned and eventually got to my feet. The red dragonet showed no signs that she was done sunbathing yet. I shook my wings out and jumped towards the sky before letting my wings unfold to beat against the air. I kept my flight out of sight, which was fairly easily done with my sharp eyes and keen sense of smell. My efforts were helped by the fact that most of the Kymari had returned to the main paths, and I avoided those as I crossed a large portion of the park.

I finally settled in a tree and plucked a small fruit similar to a cherry. I nibbled the sweet fruit away from the large pit while listening to the faint voices in my mind. The other dragonets were using the general mindlink as they spoke to one another. 

Most of the discussion was about where they were heading for the day and what their plans were. Life as a dragonet was pretty boring. Or as Serena puts it, is the glass half full or half empty? Is it boredom because there is nothing to do or peace because everything has been done? Her and her mind games…

One pair had hatchlings that were still unable to fly, so they were taking some fruit to them. Once they were able to leave the nest, they would either join our Morning Song or rest just beneath the singing dancers. 

Our Morning Song had been in this area for the last two days so that they would not have to travel far. We kept close enough that we would be able to hear their children’s cries if they called for help. Luckily, unflighted hatchlings seemed to do nothing but sleep and eat, so they didn’t get into any mischief. They doubled in size in during that first week, which was fortunate considering that weasels, foxes, and some other critters were still potential threats.

Others were bathing or planning breakfast. Some games were being planned, while the more energetic ones were planning games of hide and seek or aerial tag. A couple were currently wrestling with each other in the long grass. Some were heading to remote areas that the Kymari rarely ever ventured to play checkers, chess, and similar games using stones. 

We took great care to hide the more intelligent activities from the alien’s sight, lest we give ourselves away. They had wiped out the first alien race that had completely destroyed the main sentient species on this planet. We had no plans to let them realize that we were anything other than a somewhat clever animal.

Many had sunbathing as the main agenda; boredom did not affect this form as strongly as it did humans. Like a cat, we were happy with simply being content. Some of us planned our sunbathing where we could spy on the aliens. 

That was my usual way to pass time as well. At least it gives me something to do other than just listening to my thoughts as they roll around in my head. I picked a rocky hillside and landed on a fairly narrow ledge. 

I had picked a location between a shrub and the nearly vertical rock surface. The sun would find me here almost all day; I could peek through the bush to watch the fairly open park area in front of me while remaining invisible behind the plant. 

Watching the Kymari was different than watching birds or other small animals. The wild creatures’ behaviors were quite predictable after so long, but the aliens were still somewhat of an enigma. A creepy enigma that I had no desire to get near, but at the very least their actions would give me something to think about. 

I gazed at a pair of females as they watched their two children playing some sort of game. My mind wandered as I soaked up the heat from the sun. I still had no idea how the blood memories could explain almost every aspect of their behavior and translate their every word, although I suspected that it had something to do with the rumored alien technology that had made this body. Considering that the internet had been littered with those white aliens, I suspected it had been their spaceship that had crashed at Area 51.

The Kymari were a far cry from the roaming white aliens. I had noticed many similarities between the humans and the Kymari, but most of the fallacies and darknesses of humankind were simply not present among the Kymari. They had no homeless or starving people. No theft or addictions were present that I could see.

They cared for their children like precious gems without spoiling them. They greatly respected their elders, and I knew that they all did something to keep their society intact. Even after all of these years, I simply couldn’t wrap my head around it. To think that those scientists targeted me because I was supposedly smart, and I can’t even figure out how their society doesn’t collapse into dust.

I watched the one child use a stick to hit a small ball to the other child who was still mastering the art of walking. If either child got too close, I would be slinking away through the undergrowth. Any adult would take even the faintest potential threat of harm to a child seriously. 

Oh sure, they let them run around and skin their knees and get bruises in games with others their age, but a creature that might cause any harm would not be tolerated.

That was why there were no coyotes in the parks anymore. Three coyotes had started stalking a child at a distance before one grew bold enough to go after him. The mother had spotted them before they got to her son, and she had immediately attacked the coyotes in a fury. 

Three days later, none of the dragonets could find a live coyote anywhere in the park. Numerous armed males had roamed the forests endlessly with various melee and ranged weapons. Any coyote they found didn’t survive the encounter. They took the safety of their children very seriously.

We were all very glad that they didn’t know that we could breathe fire. That little detail might put us on the short list to extinction. 

The group I was watching eventually got up and went on their way. I examined the sun as it disappeared behind some clouds. So much for sunbathing…  I focused on the mind link, listening to the voices once more. The general mindlink didn’t have that large of a range and could barely reach halfway across the park. Thankfully, mindlinking an individual or small group directly seemed to have no limit when it came to distance. 

Several within range had started complaining about the sun’s disappearance. I spread my wings and went to visit the group playing a game of chess.


Chapter 9





I yawned as I stretched on a ledge and carefully inspected the area. No one and nothing was visible with the remaining light of the setting sun. I climbed down to another ledge below me and rolled a rock away from the tunnel entrance. I slipped inside and used my tail to roll the stone back across the entryway. 

The entrance was well above the ground level, but not quite as high as the tree canopy. This was my home, so to speak. I slowly eased my way through the tunnel, using my nose to ensure that no odd odour stood out. Better to be safe than sorry.

Everything was as I left it. There were three rooms, a main entrance, and an emergency exit. One room held dried fruit and nuts just in case a bad storm kept us in, although it had to be a pretty severe storm to deter us from the Morning Song. 

The rain didn’t really bother us since it rolled off of our scales, so the wind would have to be roaring to stir up the sheltered areas in the dense stands of trees to the point where it wasn’t safe for our agile wings to fly. Although uncommon, such storms usually passed through a couple of times each year.

One room was for a guest if someone decided to stop by. I went to my room which was lined with soft sand that I had hauled in here. I, and every dragonet out there, preferred to sleep on sand. It retained our body heat beautifully, and it felt soft and smooth to our protective scales. It was pitch black in the tunnels, so I relied on my sense of smell and touch.

The walls were still warm from the sun that had warmed the outer rock as I curled up in my sandy nest. I yawned and drifted off to sleep.







*      *      *





A high-pitched serenading tone came from my throat as I spun sideways, feeling the air shift from the passage of the purple dragonet I had brushed past. Close passes were common in the Morning Song and didn’t alarm us. Our reactions were swift enough to evade one another as we flitted and spun around in a small circular column.

Once more, the time for the Morning Song ceased, and we glided away from the mid-air dancefloor. I flew towards the border of the park, weaving effortlessly through the trees. I perched in a tree, cautiously looking at the area where the park suddenly ended and the city’s streets and buildings began.

The streets were clean and straight, without a crack or pothole to be seen. The Kymari usually preferred to travel on their own feet, although they had no problem using odd hovering shuttles or boat-sized flying vehicles. 

Their homes were either single dwellings or huge complexes of roomy apartments for those who didn’t want so much space. The buildings were sturdy, and straight lines were few and far between since the Kymari seemed to prefer slightly curved and flowing shapes. The architects of old would have wept.

None of us would wander down the streets or near the buildings, but it wasn’t the streets or buildings that lured me here. I eyed up my destination; benches were spaced out along the sidewalk, and there were planters on both sides of each one. Several of the planters held a certain plant not native to this world, and the marble-sized berries they produced were the best thing I had ever tasted. 

The Kymari ignored the sunburst berries, but the problem was that the scattered benches were right on the grassy border of the park as they touched the edge of the sidewalk along the road. We didn’t want to be seen anywhere near the edge of the park. There was no cover or trees on the grassy border that marked the beginning of civilization. That grassy border was probably as long as a soccer field, and the short grass meant that I would be exposed when I left the trees.

It was still early, and no one was in sight. I leaned forward and pushed off of the branch, gliding until I was low to the ground before picking up speed. A few taller pieces of grass brushed my stomach as I flew as low as possible.

I landed beside a planter and did a couple of hops to kill the momentum of my flight. I anxiously glanced up and down the street, but it was still empty. Being this far out of the shelter of the park had me on edge.

I quickly stood up on my hind legs to examine the planter. This plant didn’t produce many berries and about half of the other dragonets were daring enough to check these planters as well. One berry was ripe and another was close enough that I was taking it as well.

I plucked the ripe one with my mouth and alarm shot through me as I spotted movement from the corner of my eye. A Kymari had rounded the corner three blocks away. It was far too close for my comfort. I grabbed the second berry and began to fly away as swiftly as I could, keeping low, while I headed straight to the cover of the trees. I was quick if I wanted to be, and hopefully, flying so low would have kept me from being noticed.

I kept going until I was well into the park. The distance that had been between me and that Kymari along the street had shaken me, despite the fact that they often got closer to us in the park. The difference was that I had been on their turf and not hiding in the park.

I came to a drainage pipe that let water from their roads flow smoothly into the creek. They purified any water before it came out. At this point, it was probably cleaner than any water that had come out of human taps. 

I hadn’t stopped after the Morning Song for a drink, so I landed on a rock upstream of the runoff to get a drink of the water to ease my dry throat. I nibbled on the two berries I had grabbed, savoring the rare treat. I saved the truly ripe one for last. The decadent taste lingered on my tongue; it was a pity this berry had no seeds, or I would have planted them. 

A couple of dragonets had tried, unsuccessfully, to get cuttings to grow. The off-world plant whose fruit we so enjoyed just refused to cooperate with our efforts to propagate it, much to our dismay. It wasn’t from our lack of trying either; we truly loved those berries.

I took another sip of water, and a faint scent roused distant blood memories with a sudden alarm. I sniffed the air carefully; the scent had an odd tang that reminded me of the metallic-smelling water from old pipes in the vanished human world. The mere smell of it made me growl and extend my claws, even though I still wasn’t sure of the source. 

I halfway unfurled my wings as I looked around warily for the source of the smell that was getting stronger. Movement deep in the large runoff pipe caught my attention, and I stared into the shadows. A darker shadow within the shadows came closer.

I narrowed my eyes and growled faintly as I lowered my head slightly. Its size, vague shape, and movements were stirring up something deep in my instincts. I had a bizarre desire to attack whatever this thing was, and the feeling was growing rapidly. I had never wanted to truly attack anything before in a rage, and my own reaction was making me uneasy. 

The creature took a few more steps forward as it came out of the darkness, and I could finally see it. My body shook with rage. I had never felt such an urge to kill something before, and part of my mind was in shock at my automatic reaction to seeing it. I didn’t even know what this creature was. I had never felt this level of rage or bloodthirst even when trapped in the lab.

I shook as I fought against the need to rip this creature from limb to limb as it approached the end of the pipe. Part of my mind was telling me that I was an idiot for even thinking of attacking the shadowy creature; it was much larger than me and almost tall enough to look a human in the face.

It looked reptilian, but was lean and resembled a cat on a stalking hunt. Its body was built for speed, but I knew that it was also extremely strong. Its hide was solid black, and the long neck supported a head that vaguely reminded me of a komodo dragon. Its slender body had lots of muscle, and the teeth in its heavily-built jaws looked razor sharp. My mind knew it was extremely dangerous, but that didn’t stop the murderous rage that was shaking my limbs.

My instincts screamed at me to launch myself at it with flame. I could feel the heat building in the back of my throat against my will. I held still only by force of sheer willpower, although I still snarled lowly at it. I shared the image of the creature with those in range of my general link. I immediately got back reactions of rage, bloodthirst, and other aggressive reactions. I could tell that they were surprised at their own reactions, but were unable to suppress them. Most were heading in my direction at full speed.

The shadow creature came forward slowly in a hunting stalk, much like a stalking cat. It was obviously targeting me, and its intentions only made me hate the predatory creature more. I snarled at it as it left the pipe, although its eyes never left me. 

Five dragonets dropped out of the sky with blasts of searing flame. I was unable to restrain myself and also launched at the creature with flame of my own. We were agile enough to avoid one another and the streams of flame as we swirled rapidly around the now-panicking creature.

It shrieked with pain as our flame caused severe burns on its black skin. It seemed as terrified of fire as the horses I had once worked with. It saw a gap in our formation and bolted through it to retreat back into the tunnel. We didn’t follow it since we would be at a serious disadvantage in such a tight spot. We circled around the opening of the pipe.

A silver dragonet inquired tentatively, as if trying to recover from the bizarre rage, “What was that thing?”

I shook my head as we glided in a wide circle around the pipe opening. “I am not sure, but I have never wanted to kill something as badly as I wanted to kill that shadow creature.”

I felt the others’ agreement over the mindlink. One lady replied, “I have never seen such a creature before. I think it will give me nightmares.”

Another dragonet banked and headed towards the west swiftly. “I am going to help John guard his hatchlings. They can’t fly yet, and if that thing shows up, he is going to need all the help he can get.”

The purple one nodded in agreement.“Let’s go. If anyone spots it, mindlink everyone you can. It isn’t going to come out of this exit any time soon, considering how fast it ran away.”

The scarlet dragonet flew after him, and her mindvoice was contemplative as she said, “Did you notice how scared it was of our flame? It was completely terrified of it.”

I followed after them. “I noticed that too. It reminded me of the blind panic that horses experience near huge fires.”

Someone sighed. “At least that is one saving grace. I had the most bizarre desire to attack it, but considering the size difference, that thing would probably turn me into a late afternoon snack.”

We spent the rest of the day with the pair who had the nestlings. I doubted that any of us would sleep well tonight, knowing that the shadow creature was out there. Up until now, the most dangerous creatures in the park were the Kymari, eagles, hawks, and foxes. This was a game changer.

If it was a Kymari’s pet, then I hoped that they caught it soon and put a strong leash on it. I had an odd suspicion that it wasn’t though. I had never seen any with such a creature before and this shadow beast had seemed… feral.


Chapter 10





I rested my chin on my forepaws as I enjoyed the spectacular sunset. I kept an ear open for any potential trouble, although everything seemed quiet. No one trusted it to last long though; we knew that the shadow creature was around since we had caught its scent in various places across the park. 

A green dragonet rested beside me; she had stayed at my place last night so that we didn’t sleep alone. Just the other night, the shadow creature had tried to dig someone out of their burrow. A few blasts of flame out of the tunnel had made it flee, but we were all sure that it would likely try again. No one was going anywhere alone at this point.

A mindvoice shouted, “The shadow creature is in the clearing where we sang yesterday!”

A hiss erupted from my throat as I threw myself into the sky. The green female was only a wingbeat behind me. We pushed for speed as I heard others letting the caller know that they were also coming as fast as possible.

We entered the clearing to see at least thirty dragonets flying around it with bursts of flame. The black creature was trying to retaliate with its claws and long whip-like tail. It was trapped in the middle of the circling dragonets at the moment. We joined the circle as the raging anger resurfaced at the sight of the creature.

At this point, it had numerous burns and kept trying to strike out at us, but our flame made it keep its distance. Our speed and agility were barely a match for the speed that the creature used when it whipped its tail at us. 

All of us were fixed in the same mindset – this creature had to die. We just weren’t sure how we could manage it considering that we were barely a fraction of its size, but we knew with a bone-deep certainty that it would keep coming after us. We had seen this kind of persistence with some of the creatures outside of the Kymari walls, and several dragonets had lost their lives to those wild beasts before we took shelter in the Kymari parks. This shadow creature was too deadly for us to let it escape alive. 

At this point, simply hitting it with fire barely seemed sufficient. My instincts wanted something more. I flipped upside down and barely avoided its tail as it whizzed through the spot I had just been.

With a shriek of rage, I flew up and came straight down on the back of its neck. Following my instincts, I dug in my claws to keep from sliding off of its slick skin as I swung my head down to bury my teeth in its hide. I felt it start to reach around, and I launched off of its back to escape back into the sky.

I spat a fireball at it from a safe height, letting the flame sear the foul burning traces of its blood from my mouth. That was one of the nastiest things I have ever tasted. My blood was up, and a red dragonet followed my original lead as she landed another bite before escaping out of its range.

The creature went to swat her, but missed and stumbled. It seemed disoriented now, and I swooped in to breathe a stream of flame at it, adding another burn mark on its already blistering hide. More dragonets were arriving, about half of our population was now assaulting the shadow creature.

It launched towards one side of the circling and flaming dragonets, causing those in its path to scatter with superb reflexes. It stumbled and fell down before going into seizures. We circled and kept flaming it as its body was wracked with convulsions.

The convulsions didn’t last long before it stilled and ceased breathing. Only then did we land in nearby trees to try and catch our breath. We were all breathing hard as we looked at one another with wide eyes.

A green female panted, “Okay… What exactly just happened?”

A purple dragonet responded, “Well, we killed it.”

Another purple dragonet, the secret agent, flew to a tree beside the corpse and peered down at it. “It went into seizures…” He looked up at us. “Is there any chance that our bite is venomous?”

 He looked around at the dozens of resting dragonets who were watching him. One of the first dragonets shrugged. “We bit those scientists a few times, and they all lived.”

“Hmmm… True.”

A scarlet female shook her wings out. “Well, I am simply glad that it is dead.”

My eyes widened as a terrifying thought occurred to me, and I lifted my head in sudden worry. I said, “It is dead… But what are the Kymari going to think when they find it like this? It is too big to move or hide, and we aren’t too far from one of the larger walking trails.”

My eyes met numerous other wide-eyed gazes. If the Kymari figured out that we were responsible for this kill, then they could reasonably assume that we could harm them or their children. That would be very bad.







*      *      *





I waited high in a tree. My view was almost completely obscured by leaves. A scarlet dragonet was lying beside me on a branch. We had volunteered to come here early this morning and skip the Morning Song to see what the Kymari’s reaction would be. Missing the Morning Song had been torturous. 

My ear tufts flattened as I silently watched two Kymari approaching where the creature’s body laid. They rounded the corner, and the moment the one spotted the charred carcass, he dropped into a fighting crouch as he drew his weapons. The second one quickly mirrored his actions.

They quickly realized that the creature was dead. One used his radio, but I couldn’t quite make out his deep soft voice. They remained where they were, weapons still drawn as they slowly scanned the area around them.

Mere minutes later, a flying shuttle dropped into the clearing and heavily armored guards got out. They approached the creature cautiously and inspected it. A dozen gathered around the creature talking while several others cautiously checked the area and came up empty. None bothered checking the thin branches high in the canopy, although I was still glad that we were invisible behind this many leaves.

Drake’s voice entered my mind. “I saw a shuttle head in your direction. What was their reaction? Should we expect any fallout from this?” He had been using the general mindlink, although he had directed the question at me.

I sent a mental image of the scene below. “They are not impressed that this creature is here. They call it a sicora. From what I am hearing, it shouldn’t be on this planet at all, and its presence has them somewhat on edge. Apparently, it is an extremely dangerous animal that has a high tendency to attack anything that moves. By the way, its venom is deadly; if we hadn’t killed it, they would have.”

The scarlet beside me chimed in, “Thankfully, they don’t suspect us. They think that the burns are previous injuries that it obtained on whatever ship it might have stowed away on. They believe that it died from the aftereffects of the burns. We might want to keep out of sight though, they are planning numerous patrols across both the city and the parks in case there are more out there.”

I felt Drake’s sigh of relief. He said, “At least we aren’t on their radar; that is the best news I have heard all day. Everyone is in more remote areas at the moment, but we will take care to keep a low profile.”

I commented dryly, “Don’t bother waiting for us. It will be some time before this group leaves, and I don’t think we dare move until then. They are on high alert, and any noise could have weapons pointed at us.”

He chuckled in light humor. “Enjoy your vacation then.”

I suppressed the desire to snort at his response. How does hiding in a tree above a group of heavily armed aliens count as a vacation in any way? 

Drake’s amusement was clear, although he didn’t respond. I glanced at my companion. “Might as well get comfy. We could be here for some time.”

She was stretched out on a branch and half-way opened up one eye to regard me in amusement. “I am already comfy. Once this bunch leaves, then I can actually relax.”

I chuckled lightly as I curled my neck so I could rest my chin on my hands. I kept half an eye on those milling around below as I relaxed in the early morning sunlight.





––––––––––––-

Here is a picture of a sicora, beautifully made by @valdtrift 

      

And @DiamondWillowTree made this lovely picture of a sunburst berry vine.

  


Chapter 11





We endured a week of constant patrols as armed and stealthed fighters roamed through the forest. Any Kymari who came to enjoy the park were accompanied by at least one guard. They were not taking the appearance of the dead sicora lightly. They considered the animal a huge threat and wanted to ensure that no more remained.

I watched as two heat hazes passed between the trees slowly. This is like a really bad game of hide and go seek. They don’t even realize that we are potential players, and they are failing to find what they are looking for anyways.

Twice now, we had caught the scent of another shadow creature. We had not seen the sicora, but we knew that there was at least one more around. Even worse, the Kymari didn’t seem to realize it and had mostly dropped all of their patrols.

I stifled an annoyed growl. They have the weapons and the technology. They should be the ones to find this thing and kill it before it finds either of our groups. I guess that no one ever did claim that life was fair. If they had, I could have called them liars a dozen times by now.

Once the stealthed patrol was out of sight, I shook out my wings and flew the other way. I headed over to an area along the edge of the park. Amanda and her mate just had their first children hatch late last night. I greeted her by gently bunting my nose against her shoulder.

She opened tired eyes to look up at me. She blinked as she saw the fruit I was carrying in my mouth. Her mindvoice was tired. “Oh good. Reinforcements. I was up all night feeding them and keeping an eye out for trouble. Go on in; they are probably hungry again. I will never doubt Drake again when he tells me that nestlings are bottomless pits…”

I chuckled and ducked under the edge of the huge rose bush. The nest was a deep hollow scooped out by the base of the plant. It wasn’t possible to put hatchings in the tunnels or underground. For some reason, they got sick within hours if they went underground.

I tilted my head as I examined the two tiny babies. Their bodies weren’t much bigger than my head. They had curled up around one another to form a gold and silver ball. I used my claws to cut up several small slivers of fruit before cooing gently at them.

I got an immediate reaction as both woke up and lifted their heads with creels of hunger. A person would think that they hadn’t eaten in days the way they were begging, although I knew that Amanda had stuffed them full less than an hour ago. With a chuckle, I started dropping the pieces of fruit into their open maws. I was amused at the sheer amount of food that they managed to put away. No wonder hatchlings could double in size within a few days…

Once sated, they curled back up and went to sleep. I went out to join Amanda as she lay in the short grass beside the rose bush. I glanced up at the clouds. Pity the sun isn’t out. Oh well, perhaps tomorrow. We all loved the sun and sunbathing.

I yawned and scratched an itch at the base of my ear tuft. “What the…” Amanda’s confused voice made me turn my head. I blinked as I saw the Kymari child running around on the grassy border between the park and street. I didn’t see an adult in sight either. That was bizarre.

Those who didn’t want to go to the park, kept to the streets; those who wanted to go into the park went into the park, they didn’t hang out along the fringes. I glanced at Amanda. “If that child gets any closer, I say we grab the hatchlings and run. We can come back in an hour. The Kymari will be gone by then.”

She nodded in agreement. We both closely watched as the young child scampered back and forth in the grass near the street. Amanda asked, “Where are the parents? They never leave a child unattended.”

I shrugged, showing that I didn’t have a clue; I was just as baffled as she was. I glanced to the side and stiffened. I pinned my ear tufts back and bared my teeth with a hiss. Amanda swivelled her head in alarm, before rising to a crouch and snarling.

A sicora was stalking along the forest line in a crouch. It seemed focused on the Kymari child, but it was much closer to us. It ducked out of sight behind a bush, but came back into view before too long. It had gotten even closer to us – and far too close to the nest beside us.

Its proximity could not be tolerated. The normal rage that appeared at the mere sight of the creature was bad enough, but the desire to protect the hatchlings flipped a mental switch. I sprang into the air with a battle scream as I aimed straight for the surprised creature. 

Amanda was calling others via the mindlink as I breathed fire at the sicora. It jumped away in surprise, backing into the meadow between the trees and the street. I followed, but it held its ground, slashing out with claws and swinging its tail around in a strike. 

I dodged the tail easily as Amanda and three others arrived. Her mate was close by and was on his way, pushing himself to his limits to get here in time. The rest of the flock were too far to arrive any time soon. A mere handful of us would have to keep the creature away from the nest.

We mostly ganged up on the side closest to the nest, leaving the far side mostly unprotected as we slowly forced it backwards away from the hidden nest. It did not appreciate our herding efforts, and each backwards step was reluctant. 

We whirled around the much larger creature with blasts of fire. Amanda’s mate arrived and joined the flaming circle in an effort to protect his children. I remembered the last battle and gained altitude before diving onto the back of its neck, biting down hard while it was distracted by the others. I immediately let go and shot back into the air, but I wasn’t quite quick enough to escape unscathed. 

The sicora swiped at me, and I shrieked in pain as one of its claws lightly grazed my rear leg. I spun in an evasive maneuver and turned my head backwards to spit a fireball at it. I glanced back at my leg to see that its claw had barely pierced my scales. It had left a slightly bloody gash behind, but nothing more serious. 

I did a wing-over as I re-joined the five others who were flaming the creature in an attempt to drive it away from the defenseless hatchlings. It snarled at us and lunged towards the nest, making us scatter to avoid its teeth and claws. With an enraged shriek, I swerved around it and landed on the middle of its back to bite it again. I dug in my claws and tried to use them to cut into its skin while I landed another bite.

I jumped back into the air as its head swung around to snap at me. I veered wildly to avoid its razor-sharp teeth as adrenaline and fear blasted through me. The fear did not affect the rage or the desire to see this thing dead though. Its tail whipped around as I dodged its bite. My eyes widened as I strained my wings to avoid it.

I tried to spin out of the way, but its tail struck my wing with a glancing blow. A loud snap made me scream as pain shot through my wing. The force of the strike threw me backwards into a tree. My head banged against the rough bark, causing me to see stars. I fell to the base of the tree and lay there stunned; I couldn’t seem to move due to the impact and radiating waves of pain from my wing.

From the corner of my eye, I could see that my wing was bent at an unnatural angle - it was obviously broken.  I watched as another dragonet landed a bite on the sicora. It spun around to try and catch her, but stumbled over its own feet. The other four continued to circle it with flaming attacks that were causing numerous burns.

With a half strangled screech, it started to go into seizures. All five dragonets continued to dart in and breathe a stream of fire on it before dashing to a safer distance. I flinched as a bolt of blue energy struck the creature. The dragonets scattered with squeals of surprise and fear.

I managed to turn my head slightly and tensed at the sight of five heavily-armed male Kymari guards. The child was nowhere to be seen, likely taken to safety at some point during the fight. The sicora had a bloody wound in its side from the energy weapon, and it no longer moved.

Amanda and her mate swiftly darted under the bush and came out the other side each carrying a hatchling in their mouths. They quickly took off further into the forest as the other three dragonets flew with them as impromptu guards.

Three of the Kymari watched the dragonets make their escape; thankfully, they had not pointed their weapons in the direction of the now-vanished dragonets. The other two fighters were surveying the sicora and started to cautiously walk towards it. The one swung its weapon, and the sicora’s head rolled away from its body as they ensured it was truly dead.  

Okay, that is definitely my cue to leave. I was breathing heavily from the fight and the pain, but struggled to my feet. My head was swimming, and I staggered to the side a bit. My wing dragged along the ground painfully, and I tried to lift it up a bit. Pain shot through my wing, and I collapsed back on the ground with a whimper, closing my eyes against the intense pain that made my muscles tremble.

I breathed deeply as I tried to wait out the white-hot waves of pain. I heard heavy footsteps nearby and opened up my eyes in worry. I saw one of the Kymari approaching me. Oh shit. I started to panic; he was already closer than I had ever been to any of his race.

I tried to shuffle backwards, but didn’t get more than a few steps until the tree hit my back and stopped me. He was still focused on me as he closed in. I started to shake in fear at his proximity; I wasn’t able to fly, and I couldn’t really move well enough at this point to run. My head was weaving a bit from my impact with the tree, still somewhat disoriented. I panted heavily, worn out from the previous fight and still afflicted with the pain of my broken wing.

He crouched down in front of me, and I keened in distress as I tried to spot an escape route that I could manage with my injured wing. He reached out towards me, and I hissed while giving a clumsy warning slash. His hand had been a long ways from my threatening strike, but he pulled his hand back slowly while he regarded my trembling form.

“Easy.” In any other situation, I might have found his deep voice calming, but cornered as I was, it had no effect on me. He slowly reached out again, and I watched with wide eyes as his hand approached me. I pressed my side against the tree behind me as I shook in terror. I tried to shuffle backwards, but stumbled in exhaustion, causing pain to lance through my wing yet again. The pain caused me to cry out even as my muscles shuddered in reaction.

He came closer and reached out again. My fear peaked, causing my instincts to kick in as I instinctively tried to spread my wings to flee into the safety of the air. Pain shot through my wing at the sudden movement, and I screeched with the intolerable pain. I collapsed back to the ground, unable to move with the excruciating pain. My ears started to ring, and my vision grew dim. 

I felt my body being carefully picked up. Something shifted my wing, and with a strangled cry, I blacked out.


Chapter 12

            

I slowly rose to consciousness; my mind was fuzzy from sleep and I couldn’t really focus. My wing ached something fierce. 

Was I back in the lab again? Their drugs had made me feel this way…

No, the lab was gone… Wasn’t it? 

Yes, now I could remember the ruins of the building. So where was I? I wasn’t sure, and I couldn’t seem to open up my eyes. 

Why did my wing hurt? I had once hit a tree branch in a fast flight, and it had throbbed like this for a few days. Had I made another aerial blunder? 

What was that smell? This didn’t smell like my home or like the forest. It was a heavy scent with some other odd smells.

I took a deeper breath; I felt like I should know that scent, but couldn’t seem to get my wandering mind to identify it. My mind was starting to clear somewhat, although my thoughts were still muddled and slow. 

The mindlink was silent, no whisper of voice or emotion crossed it. I called, “Hello?” and heard my sleep-muddled voice, but no one answered. Where were my friends? Someone had always answered my calls before…

I tried to open my eyes again, and this time succeeded. I blinked my eyes groggily in the dim ambient light. What on Earth? My mind tried to make sense of my surroundings as I raised my head and looked around, still trying to wake up. My sight was somewhat blurry from sleep, and I blinked as I tried to clear my vision. 

I was lying on some sort of soft cloth; I twisted my head to look around. The soft cloth extended behind me, and I could see a heat lamp in the back corner. There was a tray of red dirt beside me, and two bowls in front of me. 

I shook my head to try and clear my mind as well as my eyesight. I tried to focus on the walls, without much success. I moved my tail to bump against one wall; it felt like glass, although it had a handful of metal bars reinforcing it. 

I looked around frantically as panic started to build. I was in a cage. Again. What did I do to deserve this? Hasn’t my life been hard enough? Answers were apparently in short supply today. 

There was a cloth or some sort of fabric draped over the cage, so I couldn’t see anything outside of it. I took a deep breath to try and suppress the panic. The smells of buildings and Kymari filled my nostrils. I also smelled water and meat.

My stomach grumbled, and my throat felt parched and dry. My memories came back, and my eyes widened. The sicora, the fight, my broken wing, and the approaching Kymari. I glanced at my wing and blinked as I finally noticed that it was encased in an odd hard grey material. A cast? That was the only explanation I could come up with.

I tentatively tried to shift my wing. It hurt, but not nearly as bad as when I had blacked out. The entire wing was encased and secured in a folded up resting position. I cautiously stood up; my wing throbbed a bit, but nothing truly serious. I would be able to walk without it dragging on the floor.

Recalling that the sicora had managed to scratch me, I sat up as I inspected the damage. The shallow slash on the side of my hind leg was now a scab. I pressed on it lightly, and the dull ache told me that the superficial wound was truly minor. Dismissing its presence, I finally took a closer look at the cage I was in. 

Near the entrance, there were two bowls; one held water and the other held meat. I eyed them up suspiciously, but my body had other pressing needs. I looked at the deep tray of red dirt; it would have to work. I quickly took care of my business and buried it fastidiously. 

My stomach told me in no uncertain terms that it wanted food now. Meat was on the bottom of my edibles list, but there really weren’t any other options available. I carefully sniffed the diced up chunks of meat before trying one. The taste vaguely reminded me of the dark meat from a turkey.

I ate a few more pieces before my thirst overruled my stomach, and I took a long deep drink of the water. My body felt dry, and I greedily drained the bowl. I was exhausted at this point, and my wing was getting more painful. My legs were starting to shake as well.

I went to the back corner and curled up under the heat lamp while ensuring that my injured wing was resting on top so that I couldn’t accidently jostle it. My head was feeling foggy again, as if I were drugged. I shouldn’t be surprised, it was probably in the water…

I put my head under the cast to shade my eyes from the reddish light of the heat lamp. Sleep claimed me moments later.

  

       I woke again in a similar fashion as the drugs wore off. Eventually, I managed to move my head out from under my wing and glance around. I dropped my head with a low hiss of surprise. The Kymari sitting next to the cage glanced at me before focusing once more on some piece of technology he was holding in his hands.

I recognized him as the same Kymari who had approached me after the fight. I remained where I was; not that I had much choice, the drugs had not worn off enough for me to stand yet. I looked around the room while keeping an eye on the Kymari.

It reminded me of a living room. It had two couches and a handful of chairs facing a large central coffee table. There was an end table in the two corners of the room beside the furniture. My cage was on one of the end tables. The Kymari sat on the couch right beside the cage.

Of all of the seats available, he had to choose that one… The smell of water interrupted my irritated thoughts, and my thirst made me focus on the bowl of water instead of on my new roommate. I slowly stood up and cautiously moved towards the bowls by the cage door. Coincidentally, this brought me closer to the Kymari. 

I hadn’t realized just how big they were. He was probably around ten feet tall, and if there was an ounce of fat on his muscular body, I sure couldn’t see it. His foot was almost as big as me. Sure, I had known these facts in theory before, but having one right in front of me really made those facts hit hard.

I ate just enough meat to silence my stomach before once more draining the water bowl. My wing was still throbbing, although not quite as bad as yesterday. I warily moved back to the corner with the heat lamp and curled up while watching him suspiciously. It isn’t as if I am going anywhere for a while.

Drowsiness moved in swiftly, even as the pain faded slightly. Yep, either the water or the meat is definitely drugged.


Chapter 13

            

I woke up once more and glanced around, but the room was empty. I did my business and checked the bowls. I ate one cube of meat, but my stomach was starting to detest it. I thought longingly of the fruits that could be found in the main park. How long had I been here anyways? 

I wasn’t sure, but I had eaten at least three times, so I guessed three days from how hungry my stomach had been each time I woke up. I drank my fill of water; it tasted slightly different this time. There wasn’t anything else to do, so I went back to curl up under the heat lamp. I seemed to really be craving heat with my injury.

Oddly enough, I didn’t get tired immediately. Perhaps the water hadn’t been drugged this time. I unfolded my good wing to stretch it out and catch more of the heat. Okay, this is boring.

I raised my head and examined the cage a bit more closely. It was built quite differently from the ones in the old lab. For starters, it was at least three times bigger, but I could not see the latches on the door. I did see a narrow sliding slot that allowed him to remove the dirt pan and clean it without entering the cage.

My inspection was interrupted as the door in the living room opened. I watched in astonishment as the two halves of the door parted and slid into the walls. I lowered myself down to make myself less conspicuous as three Kymari entered the room.

I doubted how effective my actions were considering that I was a ball of shiny golden scales and a grey cast under a glowing red heat lamp. They all glanced at me as soon as they entered; they definitely knew I was here and that I was awake. My usual visitor sat in his accustomed place on my left as I gave a low growl. The other two chose two chairs on my right side as they looked at me with interest.

Out of the pot and into the fire. Well, I am no longer bored. I really must be more careful what I wish for or complain about. 

After a good look at me, they proceeded to pretend to ignore me. My blood memories told me that they were watching me by the way they held their heads. I kept my body flattened into the cloth padding as my ear tufts remained pinned against my head in warning.

“It is good to see that she is awake, and she seems to be recovering swiftly enough. Has she tried to flame you yet, Taureen?”

The one on my right shook his head. “Oddly enough, no. I halfway expected it, but so far it has just been growls and hisses, although she hasn’t been awake much due to the amount of painkillers we have been giving her. I do find it somewhat unusual that she didn’t even use fire when I cornered her against that tree.”

Taureen, huh? An odd name, but who was I to comment? I had been a human who had been turned into a fire-breathing lizard. I should be a pro at odd by now.

The third one spoke, “I talked to one of those who regularly watched these guys in the morning, and we went over his videos. The flock has been short a gold one for the last four days, so it looks like they all gather every morning when they sing. Those two chicks you saw being carried away were with the flock this morning, so they are still around.”

He sighed before continuing, “The oddest thing is that they have only been found in that one park. We thoroughly checked the other parks and contacted the other cities, but no trace of them has been found elsewhere. This city has the only known population, and according to our count, there are only a hundred of them if you count those two chicks and this female.”

Taureen sounded somewhat frustrated. “That doesn’t surprise me. I have checked with numerous people and sources, but next to nothing is known about their habits. Our treatment of this one is the first up-close look we have had of this species.”

The one on my right leaned in closer to look at me, and I turned my head to hiss directly at him. He wasn’t fazed by my threat. “She seems thinner than she did when I first saw her. She also doesn’t seem to be eating much, and the meat looks almost untouched.”

Taureen said, “We have noticed that. We originally assumed that they were carnivorous, but now we are considering the possibility that they may be insectivores or have some sort of specialized diet. No one recalls seeing them hunting or eating; occasionally, people saw them sunbathing on ledges or rocks, but that is about it. I have several things coming in tomorrow, so I can see if they pique her appetite. Several people are trying to watch the wild ones, but that sicora seems to have spooked them, and it is nearly impossible to get near them at this point.”

The second one made a sound of disbelief. “I still can’t figure out how any creature that attacks a sicora can be spooked,” he said. “Come to that, I have never seen anything even attempt to attack a sicora, other than the largest predators. Everything else runs as soon as they see one.”

The third Kymari replied, “Did you see that report from the lab?”

The second one nodded. “Yes, I find it quite interesting that these fire lizards have an antibody in their saliva that attacks the sicora’s brain stem. I didn’t think that anything could ever poison those nasty creatures.”

There had been something in our saliva that caused those seizures? That was a surprise. Apparently, the secret agent had been correct about the cause of the seizures, despite how unlikely that theory had seemed at the time.

Taureen responded, “I am glad that it only seems to affect sicora and other relatives in that family tree. It has no effect on us or on most creatures.”

A soft bell-like tone sounded, and I flinched. 

“Come in.” The door opened at Taureen’s invitation and another Kymari entered the room. He nodded a greeting to those present before taking a seat near Taureen. An apple rolled out of his pocket as he sat down, and he put it on the center table.

The apple was slightly bruised, and judging from the animal scent on the new arrival, it had likely been meant as an animal treat. My mouth watered at the sight of the apple. I stared at the apple as the four in the room continued talking.

I lifted my head and took a deep breath. This cage had good ventilation, and I could pick up the scent of the sweet apple. I stared at the shiny red apple; it was a pity that it wasn’t closer to the cage. 

“Is it staring at the apple?” I glanced over at the Kymari who had spoken and realized that all of them were watching me. I tried to press myself closer into the soft cloth and growled my frustration at being taunted with the apple, as well as with my growing discomfort from being stared at.

Taureen reached over to pick up the apple and turned to the cage door. The second the door cracked open, I backed up against the back wall with a hiss. He opened the door just enough to place the apple inside before closing it again.

This is torture. The apple was finally within my reach, but they were all closely watching to see what I would do. My stomach clenched painfully, reminding me how long it had been since I had a decent meal. The smell was much stronger now that it was in the cage with me. My stomach grumbled in hunger and anticipation. My hunger was a driving force, and I couldn’t resist any more.

I crept forward with my stomach brushing against the ground. I stretched out my neck until I could snag the apple in my teeth and pulled it towards me. I dragged the apple under the heat lamp and proceeded to devour it.

By the time I finished, I was completely stuffed and only the stem and seeds were left. I dumped them in the dirt box. Sated, I curled up as exhaustion once more tugged at me.


Chapter 14

            

I woke up to the smell of fruit. For the first time in a long time, I felt halfway decent and undrugged. My wing throbbed dully, but it wasn’t too painful at the moment. I stretched my good wing as I raised my head and looked around. 

Taureen was sitting in his usual spot, once more working with some technical gadget. There were ten small bowls inside the door. Getting closer to the bowls once more entailed getting closer to him. 

I knew in theory that the Kymari likely meant me no harm considering that they had patched my wing up. Without their intervention, my wing would not have healed properly, and I would have been as vulnerable as a hawk with a broken wing. Their presence still made me extremely uneasy though; our caution had built up over years, it wasn’t about to just disappear. Besides, they still creep me out…

I lifted my head to see what was in the bowls. My mouth watered at the sight of the various kinds of diced-up fruit. I had zero interest in the meat or the minnows, and if they thought I was about to sample anything in that bowl of still-wiggling insects, they were crazy. If they think that a mealworm is the equivalent of spaghetti, then they need their heads checked.

I sniffed the air to try and identify the small cubes. Apple, orange, mango, strawberries, and some other types of alien fruit that I knew I liked. Raspberries. I hadn’t had raspberries since I had been human… Considering that I had never seen them in any of the forests I had flown through, I had no idea where they had found them.

I slowly inched forward and snagged several raspberries in my mouth before backing up a few steps to eat them one by one. I regarded the other bowls; every piece of fruit was diced up small enough that it was a bite-sized morsel. Breakfast was going to involve being near that door and close to him. 

I was aware that he was halfway watching me while pretending not to. He was being quite subtle about it, probably to keep me from getting too nervous. Too late for that buddy. Everything about this situation makes me want to fly out of here as fast I can.

I examined the bowls again from a distance as I debated what I wanted to eat the most. I wasn’t really interested in the orange or the apple, but the raspberries, mango, and strawberries were quite tempting. I sidled a bit closer to the dishes before using my tail to drag those three bowls closer to me.

Taureen turned his head to watch me in surprise; he must not have expected me to do that. My breakfast was more comfortable under the heat lamp in the back corner as opposed to by the door. 

I emptied the three bowls and pushed them close to the door. As much as I didn’t want to be near him, I liked the thought of him reaching that close to me to retrieve the bowls even less. While I was near the door, I ate a few of other fruits before taking a big drink of water.

I made a face and snorted at the bitter aftertaste. I knew the taste was both painkillers and a tranquilizer to make me rest. Considering how much my wing was starting to hurt, the painkillers would be welcome. I curled up under the heat lamp and gave in to the inevitable. 

   

       I woke up and drowsily stretched. I was disappointed to only see a bowl of water; there wasn’t any food at the moment, but I wasn’t exactly starving, so I had likely only slept half a day this time. 

I took a drink and noticed that it didn’t taste of medicine. I looked around the living room, although no one was here at the moment. The couches and chairs had no space below for me to sneak under them, and they were built so that I wouldn’t be able to fit behind them either. An inspection of the room showed that there was nothing I could fit under or behind. No hiding spots even if I did manage to get out of this cage.

There was one large window across the room, but some sort of blind was pulled down so I couldn’t see outside. It let in light, allowing me to see vague outlines of green and blue shapes that were likely trees and the sky.

I craned my head and tried to inspect the area where I knew the cage latch was. My view of it was blocked by a metal plate on the back of the mechanism. There was no way for me to get to it to even try to unlatch it.

My grogginess was fading as the last dose of drugs disappeared; I shook myself as my hide itched fiercely. When was the last time I had a proper cleaning? All I could remember was the morning of the sicora attack.

With a resigned sigh, I grabbed a handful of dirt from a corner of the tray that I hadn’t even walked on yet. From the lack of smell, he must completely change the dirt every time I was out cold. I rubbed the gritty dirt over my scales as I tried to buff them clean. It was nowhere near as good as a proper water and sand bath, but it was better than nothing.

I was almost done when I heard the faint hum of the door opening. I quickly backed into the corner under the heat lamp. The four from last night entered the room as I watched them in suspicion.

They took the same seats they had last time. The one on my right looked at me. “She looks fairly alert.” He leaned in closer, and I flattened myself to the floor. I pinned my ear tufts flat against my head and hissed fiercely at him. He chuckled as he leaned back. Great, I threaten them with one of my best hisses and he finds it amusing…

He shook his head in amusement. “She sure gives lots of warnings. I am glad that she doesn’t attempt to breathe fire as often as she hisses and growls. Alec has been watching the wild flock as much as possible, but he has not seen any trace of fire yet. If it wasn’t for the fact that the camera on your armor recorded those six scorching the sicora, I would have dismissed it as a tall tale by now.”

The fourth one commented, “It could be because there was a nest nearby. They never did return to it. I also heard that the burn marks matched those of the first sicora we found, which is rather interesting.”

Taureen said, “I spoke with a couple of Elders, and they want the fire lizards left unharmed. We have been here for seven years, and they have not harmed a Kymari yet, despite killing two sicora. In fact, no one can even seem to get close to them at the moment. We did stumble across the new nest, but the only reason we realized we were near it was because the parents took off with the chicks again. They seem to prefer relocating their young as opposed to attacking those who get too close.”

The first one frowned faintly. “That is very odd behavior for something that attacked not just one, but two sicora.”

Taureen replied, “That is what others have noted. We are not even entirely sure if the flock will accept her back if we do release her. The Elders are discussing the possibility of seeing if a few of them can be tamed just due to their strong reaction in the presence of a sicora. They might give us warning if one sneaks into a building. Sicora are nearly impossible for us to detect, but the fire lizards can clearly smell them. Alec dragged a piece of sicora hide on the ground, and as soon as they entered the clearing, they started hissing and circling around as they looked for it.”

I didn’t like how closely they were observing me and my friends; the scrutiny made me very uncomfortable. I didn’t even want to think about what would happen if they found out that we were sentient beings. They had killed thousands of the white aliens when they arrived, and they were not about to leave a planet just because a hundred intelligent creatures had first dibs on it.

As much as I really don’t want to admit it, it isn’t as if the dragonets are in any kind of position to fight for the top spot on this planet. At the moment, living peacefully in their parks is our best chance of long-term survival since the Kymari keep the white aliens at bay and ensure that the nasty creatures remain outside their walls. I really do hope that they decide to try and release me though…

The first one tilted his head in curiosity. “It isn’t like the Elders to debate on such a subject. What reservations do they have?” 

Taureen sighed before replying, “The biggest fact is that we know almost nothing about their habits, and thus, can’t provide ideal care at this point. You were as surprised as I was when she ate that apple like she hadn’t seen food in a month. Considering that they are only found in the central park, there might be something they need that isn’t found in other parks. The last detail is that every fire lizard we remove from the wild population is one less in the breeding pool.”

The first one nodded slowly. “I can see that. If the Elders are hoping to use fire lizards to detect sicora, the last thing they are going to want to do is reduce the population when it is so low.”

Taureen waved a hand towards the window. “Exactly. That is why Alec and the others are out there right now trying to monitor the fire lizards as closely as they can. They are attempting to learn more about them as well as keeping an eye out for any abandoned chicks or injured adults.”

The first one replied, “I heard a rumor that they were encountering some difficulties.”

Taureen huffed in annoyance. “That is one way of putting it; when it comes to pulling a disappearing act, they are very good at it. Alec spends far more time trying to locate them or catch up to them than he spends actually watching them. They seem to realize his interest in them, and they want no part of it. Even when he is stealthed with the invisibility shield, they pick up his scent and take off.”

You guys just realized this now? We have been trying to avoid you ever since you came. I resisted the urge to shake my head; doing so could tip them off to the fact that I could understand them. At least the other dragonets were avoiding their new stalkers. The general mindlink was silent, which meant that I was likely too far out of range for it to work. The drugs had previously prevented me from attempting to directly mindlink others, but those were wearing off once more.

I closed my eyes and tried to contact Drake. “Drake?”

His voice was distant, and I could feel the strain of trying to reach him. “Tasha! Are you okay? Where are you?”

I sighed in relief and rested my chin on my hands. “The sicora managed to break my wing, and the Kymari took me with them,” I said. “They put my wing in a cast, and I am currently in a cage listening to a Kymari discussion regarding the troubles they are having trying to spy on you.”

“We were worried that they might have killed you,” he said, relief clear in his voice. “We did notice that they are stalking us, and we are keeping on the move. Any idea of what they are up to?”

“At the moment, they are trying to figure out our habits and preferences in food. Whatever you do, don’t try to flame them. The fact that we haven’t done so is the biggest reason that they have no plans to harm us. They are intrigued that we can actually detect a sicora and have attacked them in the past.”

I felt his snort across the mindlink. “None of us plan on letting them anywhere close enough for our flame to reach them, but I will spread the word.”

I was beginning to feel the strain of maintaining the mindlink since the drugs hadn’t completely worn off yet. I said, “These painkillers are messing with my head, so I will let you go for now.”

“Stay safe.”

I glanced at the four who were unaware of my conversation with Drake. Stay safe. Right. As if I have much choice in the matter. 


Chapter 15





I curled up underneath the heat lamp while keeping an eye on my hosts as they continued their friendly get-together. Their discussions were mostly about things I didn’t understand in the least. It sounded like most of it was about whatever gadget Taureen had been working on for a few days.

I tensed up as Taureen reached towards the door and opened it up all the way. He left it open and proceeded to ignore me while talking with the others. They were keeping a subtle eye on me as they judged my reaction.

Considering that the door faced him, I had no intention of moving. After a few minutes, I relaxed my tense posture, although I kept a sharp eye on them since I had no idea what they were up to. If you guys think I am about to make a break for freedom, you are a bit late. I already know that there are no hiding spots in here, and with my wing in a cast, my usual getaway plans are down the drain.

They were discussing some sort of large event that would be occurring in a few days. I tuned them out and half-closed my eyes as I rested. My eyes popped open as I saw Taureen’s hand approach the cage door. Thankfully, he didn’t put his hand inside the cage.

Moments later, he withdrew his hand and rejoined the conversation. I narrowed my eyes and lifted my head in suspicion. What did he do? I blinked in surprise at the small, bright orange berry. 

A sunburst berry. The same berry that I had stolen from the flower pots beside the benches. I got less than twenty a year simply because they grew slowly and some of the other dragonets would also dare to go that close to the edge of the park.

My stomach murmured slightly at the sight of my favorite fruit. They were a rare treat, being delicious and nearly addictive. How did he know that those berries were so highly desired by my kind?

I studied the sunburst berry and Taureen. Was it a trap? Or an attempt to try and gain my trust? Obviously, there is no point in a trap when I am already in a cage. With that recent discussion on the possibility of taming us, I have a sneaking suspicion about what he is up to.

Taureen rubbed a small leaf between his fingers, causing my nostrils to flare at the scent of the leaf that belonged to the sunburst plant. The berry looks perfectly ripe too. It was just outside of the door, so I wouldn’t have to leave the cage to get it.

If it had been anything other than a sunburst berry, I would have ignored it. I slowly got to my feet and took a few cautious steps forward while keeping low, watching for any movement from the four. They were sitting completely still and quietly talking while pretending that they didn’t notice me. You aren’t fooling me.

I paused by the door to get a drink, pretending that it had been my destination all along. I doubt that I am fooling them any more than they are fooling me. I sidestepped towards the door, ready to jump away if needed, before I slowly extended my neck past the door and gently grabbed the berry.

I slowly backed up to the corner before lying down to nibble on the heavenly berry. 

“What was that?”

Taureen was now watching me openly. “One of the guards on my shift had seen the fire lizards at certain planters along the street. He said as soon as he entered their line of sight, they always took off, even if he was five blocks away. After hearing of my new guest, he checked each of the flower planters to see what could have lured them so far out of the forest. He noticed the ones that he had seen the fire lizards at all had one certain plant which the others lacked. None of the sunburst vines had ripe berries on them either.”

He chuckled with amusement. “Out of curiosity, I had someone move a few new planters to the edge of the park, and they stripped off all of the ripe berries the very first day. I tried putting one berry in a hard-to-get location, and the fire lizard went through a lot of effort to get it.”

The fourth one commented, “Ah, yes. Use their favorite foods as training treats. If they will go to great lengths to get them, then you can push her right to the edge of her comfort zone quite easily.” 

Great. They were prepared to use my favorite foods against me; that berry had been worth it though. It was too bad that I hadn’t had my supper yet, or it would be much easier to resist those decadent berries. I licked my talons clean of the slightest bit of berry juice. 

The first one asked, “How far do you think they will go to get those berries?”

Taureen glanced at me speculatively. “I have a pretty good idea judging from how the wild one acted, but there is another way to find out.”

He picked up something beside him before rested the back of his hand on his lap. His hand opened up to reveal a shiny orange berry sitting in the middle of his large palm. I watched him, but he never put it down. I tilted my head as I studied the situation.

My cage was on his right side, and his left hand held the berry as he rested his hand on his left leg. The berry taunted me from its position as I flared my nostrils and picked up its fragrant scent. Even if I rested my forehands against his right leg, I wasn’t sure I would be able to reach the berry.

The cage was far enough away from him that I would have to leave the cage to even attempt it. The tip of my tail would still be inside the cage, but that didn’t really count. I snorted lightly as a memory crossed my mind. When I was young, I had done this to squirrels in the park just so I could feel their soft paws as they stood on my legs.

My feet aren’t exactly soft and furry though; they have small razor-sharp blades attached…He does realize that right? Had he done this with any other fruit, I would have ignored him since it was so far out of my comfort zone. Sunburst berries were more addictive than chocolate though, and the shiny orange skin beckoned to me like a siren’s song. He just had to learn about sunburst berries… Go figure.

The taste of the last one was still fresh in my mind, making it that much more tantalizing. I really wanted that berry… At this exact instant, I was sure that they meant me no harm; they were just curious. And possibly very, very bored if the thought of luring a wild animal with sharp claws and teeth out of a cage sounds like fun.

I took slow steps, remaining low to the ground while keeping a careful eye on Taureen, and an ear on the other three. The door faced him, so I only had to travel in a straight line. For some odd reason, none of his chairs or couches had arms on them, making the seats just a bit lower than the end tables that they were touching. My back legs cleared the door, and I hesitated, how far could I trust them? 

All of my blood memories told me that they were not sadists and did not enjoy torture. I had to remember that they were not known to be very tolerant of other sentient beings or races on a long-term basis. If they found out that I was intelligent, things could get messy. 

They kept ignoring my presence and the fact that I was obviously having second thoughts. They were all extremely relaxed, although I knew they were masters at using body language around animals and that their actions were intentional. I lifted my head and slowly peered over Taureen’s leg. The berry was still there. 

I slowly put one hand on his leg and rested some weight on it. He didn’t react, and I moved closer to put my other hand further up. My heart beat faster, simply being in the vicinity of a Kymari made me uneasy - and now I was actually touching one! His skin is quite warm; I wonder if that is normal?

I was tense with nerves, and my ear tufts lay flat against my head as I leaned towards the berry. Just as I had feared, I couldn’t quite reach it, but I had come too far to go back at this point when the berry was just out of my reach. I moved my right leg up and slowly inched forward while moving my right hand another small step. I was ready to bolt if he so much as twitched.

My eyes were on the berry, but I saw a small bag containing a dozen berries on the seat beside Taureen. I thought fast; was there any way that I could get that bag? I was sure he would block me if he thought I planned on grabbing it. 

Now all of my feet were on his legs, and I could feel the heat of his body radiating from his chest and legs. I was close enough to grab the berry in his hand now and slowly picked it up in my jaws as I carefully turned around on his right leg. I noticed that he was barely breathing to avoid spooking me. I somehow suspect that he doubted I would actually get this close considering my behavior in the past. I could really mess with any test results given my bipolar actions.

I jumped towards the cage and heard the quiet sounds of surprise from several of the Kymari behind me. I had made sure to not dig in my claws, but they had been watching my claws and head, as well as where I was headed. They had not expected me to hook my tail through the handle of the bag when I had jumped. I now had both the berry that he had taunted me with as well as the bag of berries. I had never had more than three sunburst berries in a day before. 

I was ecstatic. 

I heard two of them start chuckling as I curled up under the heat lamp and started to nibble on a berry. The fourth guy was finding it particularly hilarious as he told Taureen. “You are going to have to start doing a better job at securing the treats.”

Taureen also seemed amused. “I didn’t think that she would even step foot out of the cage while we were here, and I certainly didn’t expect that she would actually stand on my legs or grab the bag of berries. I am also quite surprised that I don’t have any scratches from her claws.”

Apparently, he hadn’t thought that one through. My wing was throbbing from the jouncing of my jump, but I figured that it was a small price to pay for an entire bag of sunburst berries. They lost their focus on me, and their talk turned to matters within the city once again. 

They left the door open, but I ignored it. I had my berries.

In the end, I decided to save half of the berries. I carefully wedged the remaining berries under a fold in the cloth and tossed the bag out of the open door. I curled up and relaxed as they discussed how their friends and family were doing.

After a while, all of them left the room, and I blinked as I regarded the open door of the cage. Okay, I know they are aware that the door is open. Now what are they up to?  Curiosity ate at me though, could there be something around the room that could help me plan my escape?

I slowly eased out of the cage as I kept an ear on the door. If I heard it open, I was running back to the dubious safety of the cage. The end table was fairly low since it about the same height as the couch cushions, but it was probably a three foot drop. I carefully dropped down to the floor, wincing as my landing made the pain in my wing flare up. 

After a few moments, I started exploring. Just as I had noted before, there was truly nothing to hide under or behind.

The three other doors were closed. I eyed up the window, but with my wing out of order, there was no easy way to get up and a jump that high would jar it something fierce. I didn’t see anything to operate the semi-opaque blind covering it either. I shook my head and decided to call an end to my wandering before they returned. 

I napped for a bit before Taureen returned. He closed the cage door before dimming the lights to a very low level. He went into one of the back rooms, and I saw a dresser before he closed the door behind himself. That would be his bedroom then, and if my blood memories were reliable, I knew that the room beside it was the washroom.

I examined the door without moving. I am not sure what you are up to buddy, but I am not buying it. The door was slightly ajar, and I could have pushed it open if I chose to. He knew that he had left it so. 

I pretended to not notice it; it wasn’t like I could fly anyways. Perhaps he would begin to assume how I would behave, and when my wing had healed, I could slip out without him noticing immediately. I didn’t even bother thinking the words careless or sloppy, such words did not apply to the Kymari race. Almost all of their actions were deliberate and thought out.


Chapter 16





I sulked under my heat lamp. How many more weeks would it be until my wing was healed? I had no idea; I knew that a human arm took about six weeks, but that was my only basis. I missed the feeling of the air passing over my scales in flight, not to mention that I was itchy and hadn’t had a decent bath since arriving here.

I missed the Morning Song dreadfully. I was dejected and put out. Was this what depression felt like? It was like I had no reason to get up; no hope or bright spot in my day.

I glanced over as Taureen entered the room before ignoring him. I didn’t even have the ambition to hiss at him during the last few days unless he touched the cage. Over the last five days, he had sat on the couch and tried to lure me like he had the first time. The first few times the berries had successfully tempted me out of the cage.

He once more sat and held three berries in his palm, hoping to lure me over. Here kitty, kitty…  I knew what he was doing, but was determined to not show much progress. I was hoping to be considered a lost cause and released into the wild. 

I had ignored him and the berries the last two days. Truth be told, it was more my gloomy state of mind rather than determination. Taureen had even increased the reward to three berries, but I was so dejected that my favorite treat didn’t even tempt me. I mostly sulked under the heat lamp. 

I blinked in surprise as I noticed that the window blind had finally been raised. This window faced east… I could see the reds and oranges of the approaching sunrise. The sight of the sky had my attention as I felt the sun start to peek above the horizon. I could feel it in my bones.

I rose and padded out of the cage, not bothering to go slowly or cautiously. If Taureen had meant me harm, he wouldn’t be going through the numerous attempts at taming me on a daily basis, nor would he have put my wing in cast so it could heal. I ignored him and the berries as I jumped to the floor.

A glance back showed that he was watching me with confusion. I had always used extreme caution whenever so much as approaching the door. For me to pass by him like he was a fly on the wall, and to ignore the berries that I had worked so hard for the first day, had him very confused. 

He had never seen me explore the room before either, so this was completely opposite of the behavior he had witnessed so far. I went straight towards the window; the window sill was higher up than the end table, and I wasn’t entirely sure I could jump that high with my wing in a cast. The sun called to me, causing me to attempt it anyway. I crouched down before jumping; my wing protested the sudden movement, but made it up on the window sill. 

I slowly sat and remained as still as a statue while I watched the sun’s rays start to peer over the horizon. I felt the old desire rise within me; the Song was bubbling up as the time for the Morning Song drew nearer. 

I knew I couldn’t fly, but I shifted my wings restlessly anyways. The knowledge that I couldn’t fly was killing me, and the sun was nearly halfway up. I started pacing as the drive built higher. 

I knew the instant that it was time for the Morning Song to start. I rose up on my hind quarters with my wings folded against my back, stretching my neck up high as I started to sing softly. I felt the build and shift that was the silent conductor of both the dance and the song. Joy rose once more as I participated in the Morning Song.

I couldn’t dance… But I could sing… My song got louder and more intricate. My good wing flared in my desire to dance for the sun, but the bindings prevented my injured wing from doing anything other than shifting slightly. Even the attempt was painful.

I half-furled my good wing as an attempt at a compromise. I put my energy into my voice since flight was not an option. My voice rose and dipped with various noises in the elaborate Morning Song.

The sun cleared the horizon, and my song trailed off into silence. My lethargy and depression had disappeared. My heart was re-energized, and life once more felt like it was worth living. I was still frustrated that I was unable to fly and was more or less trapped, but it wasn’t nearly as bad.

I dropped back to all fours to watch the sun for a few seconds before turning around. Taureen was holding a recording device, he hadn’t moved from his seat. I shook myself off hard until my scales tinkled, earning an odd look from him. He must not have known that my scales could make that sound.

I jumped down carefully before pretending to explore the room. I kept an eye on Taureen, but he was still silently recording me. I stood up on my hind legs, and my neck was just long enough to let me peer over the edge of the center table. Well, I am already out here, so why not? I dropped down before springing onto the low table.

I cautiously walked around most of the objects on the table. Some were weapons along with the supplies to clean and sharpen them. One was their equivalent of a laptop. A different object in the middle had my attention though - it was a large bowl of sand with a detailed design traced into it.

I am sure that the design was due for a change. The shallow bowl was large enough for me to stand in, and I stepped over the edge to stand on the sand. The feeling of sand against my scales was one that I had really missed, and even just flexing my fingers and claws through it was relaxing. I lay down in the sand before doing a few quick rolls to try and clean most of my scales. I only managed three rolls before the pain in my wing made me stop with a faint whine. 

I used my hands to rub the sand along my good wing, arms, stomach, sides, and tail. My arms were unable to reach my back though; it was one downside to this form. With a sigh, I stood up and shook myself off hard enough to earn a tinkling sound again.

I turned to watch Taureen as he slowly leaned forward to put a sunburst berry on the edge of the center table. He sat back and waited. I sat where I was in his decorative bowl of sand as well and watched him for a moment. I had always kept an eye on him, but I had never truly examined him before.

He was an average size for a Kymari male. I was guessing that he was just over a century old, although it was tough to tell with this race since they had a lifespan that averaged about seven hundred years. I only saw two small scars, and both were on the same arm, tokens of some of the fights he had been in.

I was somewhat surprised to realize that his presence no longer caused me terror or even fear. I was still a bit uneasy and cautious, but that was about it. At some point I had become accustomed to his presence. When did that happen?

I suspected most of it had occurred during the last few days of my depression when I had barely reacted to his presence. Another thought crossed my mind, he isn’t like the scientists… I was no longer in the lab. Any resemblance this place might have had in my mind during those first days had vaporized.

As similar as their observing natures were, there was a different air about them. The scientists had studied us in a cold analytical fashion to find out what made us tick. Taureen watched with a curiosity that any animal lover would be familiar with. 

I slowly stood up and walked towards the berry before picking it up. I backed up a bit before making a wide detour around him. I dropped down to the floor before walking over to jump up on the end table. I went back under the heat lamp and ate the berry. I hadn’t had a sunburst berry in three days, so I thoroughly enjoyed it.

Taureen switched off the recorder and turned to regard me with a thoughtful expression.


Chapter 17





I finished the Morning Song and watched the sun shine down on the various houses below. Trees lined the street below, although I couldn’t see an actual park. Taureen had left the window blind up after yesterday’s events, and I had enjoyed the chance to once more sing to the rising sun. I was in a much better frame of mind since I had sung the Morning Song yesterday morning. Today’s song also put me in a good mood.

I turned around and snorted in confusion as I looked at the cage. Taureen had closed the door to the cage while I had been singing the Morning Song. I remained on the window sill, and I shifted my weight uneasily, unsure of what he was doing. He had never closed the door when I was outside of the cage before.

He stood up, and I flattened my ears against my head, but he didn’t look at me as he carried the cage into the third back room. He came out with a large tray of sand and put it where the cage had been before putting a heat lamp above it. He put the soft cloth from inside the cage beside it and arranged a second heat lamp so that it shone on the fabric.

A couple of trips later, a large tray of water sat on the middle of the center table and the litter tray sat under an end table. My food dishes were on the edge of the end table closest to where Taureen normally sat.

What brought this on? I was not following his logic. This had not been in any of the discussions on taming and training tricks that the group had covered. I watched him with suspicion as he sat in his usual spot before picking up the laptop and using it.

I knew he was watching my reaction. At the moment, it was suspicion and uncertainty. As much as I had disliked the cage, I had been able to hear the door open to alert me before he had a chance to get too close.

The big tray of water had my attention though; it was probably about belly deep for me, and I hadn’t had a chance to wash up yet. Taureen was still pretending to ignore me, so I jumped down onto a footstool that he had moved below the window and then down to the floor. I walked over and jumped up on the center table. I tilted my head as I examined the tray of water with interest.

I wonder if he has any idea how wet his table is about to get? Probably not. I gently batted at the water with my hand, testing the temperature. It was actually warm. I couldn’t remember the last time that I actually had a warm bath. 

I snorted in surprise and anticipation before carefully climbing in. The bottom was rough, so I didn’t have to worry about slipping. I walked around in the warm water before laying down in it to submerge my back and wings. I hope that cast is waterproof. 

I shook myself hard in the water, allowing it to get under the edges of my scales. Much like a bird, I started dipping into the water before shaking it off while half flapping my good wing. I stood up and shook off well. 

I eyed up the bowl of sand with a grin. He had moved it to the side, but hadn’t rearranged the sand inside of it. I got out of the water tray and did my best to worm around in the sand before attempting a few rolls. The sand had scrubbed my wet scales and dried me off. I felt much better after my water and sand bath.

I glanced at Taureen; he was watching me, although if the amount of water spray had surprised or irritated him, he gave no sign of it. If a Kymari didn’t want to show their emotions, they were very good at concealing them. He looked relaxed and calm. 

I somehow doubted that he would have been overly angry even if I had managed to empty half of the tray onto his table and floor. He had put the tray there for me so the consequences were technically his. 

I stood up and shook hard, scattering grains of sand across the table amidst the faint chiming sounds of my scales. I hopped out of the sand bowl and stretched before turning my attention to the corner with the heat lamps. The distance between the center table and the corner end table was too great to jump without wing assist.

I hopped down and walked over to the chair beside the end table before I jumped onto it as I made my way to the rearranged end table. It looks like I had two options if I wanted to enjoy a heat lamp. I could do so on sand or on that odd soft cloth material. 

That choice was a no-brainer; I slowly approached the tray of sand and stepped into it. A few sniffs revealed nothing. It smelled like sun-baked sand. Good enough for me. I stretched out under the heat lamp with my good wing extended in a second-rate attempt at sunbathing.

I was half-asleep when the doorbell tone sounded. I immediately opened up my eyes while tucking in my wing and drawing my legs in closer to my body. 

“Come in.”

Taureen’s two friends came in and paused at the sight of the disaster zone on the center table. They glanced at me before slowly moving to take seats on the couch beside my table. I pinned my ear tufts back and hissed as they approached. Thankfully, neither one chose the seat right beside the table.

The one was looking at me curiously as he asked, “What happened? The last time I saw her, she looked ill.” He glanced at the center table. “And what did you do to your table?”

Taureen chuckled lightly from his normal seat right beside my end table. “She took a bath. I didn’t wipe up the water yet since she was relaxed and dozing.”

The first one said, “She seems much more spirited now. Why did you remove the cage?”

That is a very good question, why did he take away the cage? I also wanted to know the answer to that one.

Taureen leaned back and gently tossed the recorder to him. “Look at the second to last video; that is what seems to have started the change. I removed the cage so that she couldn’t keep hiding in it. They don’t normally curl up and hide in the wild, and removing the cage has already had an impact on her behavior despite only removing it this morning.”

I blinked as I heard my fluting voice coming out of the recorder as the two watched the video. It wasn’t the proper time for the Morning Song, so it didn’t have any effect on me. I could now see why so many came to observe and listen to our Morning Song. Even just the sound of my voice weaving through the intricate pattern of the Song was fascinating.

I had never heard anything like it, outside of listening to others during the Morning Song, of course, but I was usually pretty distracted with my own singing and acrobatics at that point. It made me want to put it on repeat and listen to its soothing and joyous sounds all day. I wondered what our entire flock sounded like with so many voices layered upon one another.

The one Kymari pulled out some sort of electronic device and tapped it several times before holding it beside the recorder. He examined the recorder and the device simultaneously before saying, “Look, this is Alec’s video of the wild ones from the last two mornings. All of the ones in the wild group and this one started singing within a ten-second time span, and they also ended in a similar fashion. He did note that they seem to use the sun’s position to know when to start and stop.”

Taureen replied, “I noticed that as well. That small time span is about the only time that she doesn’t truly watch me either. She often pretends that she doesn’t, but I know that she keeps tabs on what I am doing whenever I am in the room.”

I restrained any visible reaction to his words. Darn. He is much more observant than I originally gave him credit for. Apparently, my attempts at deception hadn’t fooled him any.

The second one examined my setup in the corner, and I growled at his unwanted attention. He asked, “You are planning on leaving her loose in here? She seems much more on edge than when she was in the cage. I am surprised that I haven’t seen her hiss at you yet, considering how close you are to her.”

Taureen looked thoughtful. “I was here when she came over. When she approaches on her own terms, she isn’t nearly as bad as when someone tries to get close to her. She hasn’t hissed or growled at me in five days, so she is getting used to me. I am hoping that being loose like this will help the taming process.”

I must have been getting more accustomed to his presence than I originally thought. I hadn’t even realized that it had been that long since I hissed or growled at him. I noticed that I had no such softening towards his friends though. 

“Still hoping to tame her?”

Taureen nodded slowly. “For only being here two weeks, she has made remarkable progress considering that she had been sedated for five of those days. I am getting the close-up view that Alec still hasn’t managed with the wild ones yet. By the time her wing is healed, she should be at ease in my presence. Even if we release her, she would likely allow me to approach any future chicks she may have, and I would have a chance at handling them while they are young. It would make a huge difference down the road.”

The other one raised an eyebrow in amusement. “And when the male and others defend the nest?”

Taureen chuckled as he replied, “Then I will simply go as close as they will allow me and have plenty of sunburst berries on hand.”

“I heard that Alec tried to use sunburst berries to get the wild ones to come in closer. He did succeed in catching their immediate attention, but they didn’t approach him and moved off before too long. He has had some success in leaving the berries on rocks, and some of them go back for the berries once he is at a distance.”

My eyes widened; some people were eating things that the Kymari were obviously leaving behind? What were they thinking?

The first one commented, “Well, we could always put a sedative in the berries if we ever needed to examine one or put trackers on them.”

This was not good. I put my chin on my hands and mindlinked Drake. It was much easier without the painkilling drugs in my system. “Hey Drake, how are things going?”

He was happy to hear from me again. “Pretty good, we still have our stalkers though.”

“Yeah, about that,” I said. “I know that one of your stalkers has been leaving sunburst berries around to lure in the dragonets for a closer look. I am listening to one of them contemplating putting a sedative into the berries. They may put trackers on you guys so they can monitor you more easily.”

I could feel his alarm clearly across the mindlink. “What?! I saw the one leave the berries a few times, but I wasn’t aware that others were actually eating them. I will sound the alert. Thanks for the heads up. How are things going on your end?”

I opened up my eyes to send him the image in front of me. I was in the corner under a heat lamp with no cage while three Kymari sat nearby. I could feel his wordless shock before he finally said, “They haven’t hurt you?”

I replied, “No, they are quite determined to try and win my trust in order to tame me. Thankfully, their future plans at this moment involve releasing me back into the park. Their only worry is that the flock will drive me away, as if we were a pack of wild dogs.”

His words were stunned and slow. “I am so glad that I am not in your shoes…” I felt him pause before he continued, “I have to go, but keep in touch. Let me know if you hear of any new information and give me regular updates. I tried to mindlink you a few days ago, and I got worried when I didn’t get a response.”

“Sorry about that; I was kind of out of it. By the way, I don’t exactly wear shoes anymore.”

I felt his amusement before the link faded. Well, they were warned. The thought of being drugged or caught would terrify anyone who had been in the lab. The youngsters didn’t quite understand our irrational fear of the Kymari and of getting captured, although our stories and memories had made them very cautious.

I wonder what Alec will think of the sudden change in their behavior. We were probably starting to give the Kymari a headache. My blood memories informed me that they would probably consider it a challenge, and they enjoyed attempting difficult things. Great. Just great.


Chapter 18





I blinked from where I was curled up on the windowsill. Taureen tapped the table in front of him gently as he coaxed me, “Come. Come on.” My stomach growled, and the berry was far too tempting. With a resigned sigh, I stood up and jumped down before jumping up on the table to get the berry.

I approached him slowly; it had been five days since he had taken my cage away, and I wasn’t scared of him at this point. He only put food in my bowl for breakfast and supper, and he resorted to treats and bribery throughout the day. Hunger was a powerful force in this body. He was taking advantage of my stomach by offering the berries just before my meals.

He had been working on getting me to come when called for the last five days. I was being stubborn a good chunk of the time. He seemed to think that I was just independent, although his friends called me an ornery evil lizard. Then again, every time I see them, they get hissed at. 

On one occasion, one of them had tried to sit right beside the table, and I had snarled at him before jumping to the back of the couch that Taureen was sitting on. I had darted along the top of the couch until I got to the end and jumped down to the floor as I continued to head over to the window ledge.

Taureen had seemed surprised at my reaction, although I did notice that he didn’t move when I ran behind his head in my escape. The one I had snarled at had kept his distance ever since. They simply couldn’t figure out how Taureen still allowed me to run loose in his living room.

I simply refused to attempt any of the other commands he had tried. So far he had only attempted simply things like sit or go to your heat lamp. As if I were a dog… Come was bad enough, but I could pass that off as my desire for the treat he had. And nothing said that I had to listen once I was back in the forest.

I still wasn’t entirely sure how far I could push Taureen, although I had gotten into some innocent mischief during a few boring occasions when he wasn’t around. He had never punished me or even so much as raised his voice. He seemed more laid back than his friends. I still wouldn’t mind leaving a few claw marks on his friends’ hands though.

His friends gave me my space, so it had never come to that point. I didn’t have the same reaction to Taureen as I did to any of the others that visited. He never tried to reach out and touch me, and he never really put me too far out of my comfort zone.

He seemed to sense the instant I was about to hiss or growl at his proximity and didn’t go past that point. He stayed near that almost uncomfortable range though, and his numerous attempts were slowly desensitizing me. I really want my wing out of this cast so I can go back to the park. Life was never this complicated there.

I ate the berry in two bites without bothering to move away from Taureen first. The doorbell rang, and I swung my head around as my ear tufts flattened. I quickly moved to the end table and curled up under the heat lamp as I regarded the door with narrowed eyes.

Taureen sighed as my relaxed stance disappeared with the arrival of his friends. “Come in.” Two of his friends entered, and I blinked in surprise as I saw a young child accompanying them. The two sat in their usual chairs while the girl sat on Soranto’s lap.

Neither Soranto nor Tkael looked surprised to see me under the heat lamp in the corner; I was always in this spot when they came in. It had taken me days to learn their names. The third one who always smelt of animals was called Kisk. Taureen talked with them, including the girl in the conversation.

I relaxed slightly as none of them paid any attention to me and rested my head on my hands. I jerked my head up in alarm at the sound of a loud crash and bang outside. The three adults swiftly got up and went to the window to see what had happened. They murmured to each other about whatever they were watching.

I flattened my head into the sand and pinned my ear tufts back as the child got off the couch and walked up to the corner of the end table. I gave a slight rumble that she would hear, but the adults wouldn’t.

I squirmed backwards until I was in the corner. I glanced at the adults, but they still seemed concerned by the scene below. Since when did the Kymari ever leave a child unsupervised? Especially when they knew that I was in the room. I was beginning to wish that I was once more in the cage since the glass would have kept the child at a distance.

She tilted her head as she looked at me in curiosity before reaching her hand towards me. I grew far more worried and flattened myself down more as I started shaking with her proximity. I glanced around, but I was backed into a corner and couldn’t get away.

My breathing became faster in my growing distress. I didn’t dare threaten her loudly since Soranto would probably kill me if he thought that his child was in the least bit of danger. If I gave a warning swipe and he saw it, I was in similar trouble.

Turn around you idiot and catch your child. He was deaf to my silent desperate pleas. She gently touched my shoulders as she slowly stroked them, and I whined lightly in distress. She seemed confused by my cast and pressed on it lightly. Pain shot through my wing, causing me to yelp in pain and swat at her hand in pure reflex.

“Maria! Get back!” Soranto covered the distance between them with startling speed and scooped her into his arms. He twisted to the side before backing up, in case I continued my assault. I pressed myself further back into the corner. Now I had done it… I was terrified of his reaction, and he was carrying several weapons that could make short work of me.

Taureen asked in concern, “How bad is it? I heard her strike connect from the window.”

Soranto held his daughter in one arm and examined her hands in confusion. “Maria, where is the injury?”

They seemed surprised when she pointed to her unblemished wrist. Soranto put her down and turned over both of her hands, searching for any injury. He murmured, “There is no scratch… But we heard the slap when she connected.”

Maria spoke, “She hit me, but she didn’t use her claws. I didn’t realize that her wing hurt or I wouldn’t have touched it.”

Taureen glanced at my trembling form in the corner. “You touched her bound wing?”

She nodded. “She let me pet her shoulders, but when I touched her wing, she yelped.”

Soranto heaved a sigh. “The fire lizard must have realized that Maria was only a child. I am very surprised that she didn’t hiss or growl beforehand.”

Tkael quietly spoke, “I am amazed that she let Maria so close to her. Then again, she was cornered so that might have had a hand in it. Those claws are sharp enough to slice skin wide open and leave a wound that would need stitches, yet Maria doesn’t even have the slightest bit of scraped skin.”

Maria looked guilty. “She did make a rumbling noise, but she looked scared, and I wanted to calm her down.”

Soranto shook his head in slight exasperation . “I told you Taureen was looking after an injured fire lizard and that you weren’t supposed to go near it.”

Maria ducked her head at the rebuke. “Sorry. I didn’t mean any harm.”

Taureen glanced at me before coming over to sit in his usual seat with a sigh. He dug around in his pocket for a moment. Holding his hand out to Maria, he said, “Come here.” Maria left her father to approach Taureen. Soranto kept most of his attention on me.

I was still shaking in the corner, terrified, and waiting for the fallout. I had made sure to retract my claws as much as possible and ensured that they didn’t come into contact with the child’s skin, but I had still landed a strike on his child. Kymari did not tolerate any threat to their children.

I probably wouldn’t have to worry about surviving the next few weeks until I could be released. I had just signed my own death warrant. I watched as Taureen sat the girl on his lap. He held her hand open and dumped a dozen sunburst berries into her palm.

He held her open hand in his own and put it on the edge of the end table I was on. The other two adults were watching closely from where they were standing. Soranto wasn’t exactly happy, but he didn’t say or do anything.

Taureen looked at me and spoke softly, “Come on. Maria didn’t mean to hurt you. Come get the berries.”

I blinked at him in disbelieving terror from my corner. Maria sat quietly on his lap, simply watching me with a pleading expression. She saw this as her way of apologizing. I didn’t move from where I was.

Minutes passed and slowly my shaking ceased as the adrenaline and fear wore off. The way I was pressed into this corner was uncomfortable, and I was going to have to move before my muscles cramped up any more. No one else had moved yet. Taureen seemed to realize that I was about to move for the first time since I had yelped. “Come. Come on,” he said, his voice soft and reassuring.

I felt my body relax slightly. It was past the time when I usually got supper, and I was hungry, so the berries were tantalizing. If it had just been Taureen, I would have had no issues. The problem was that the berries were in the child’s hand, and she was in his lap.


Chapter 19





I remained in my corner for a while longer. My stomach growled, and I knew that they had heard the quiet noise. They would wait me out. Kymari were very patient when they wanted to be. It wouldn’t surprise me if they remained where they were for hours on end. 

All I could think of was when my neighbor’s new dog had gotten into their garbage. They had put another bag out, and when the dog went after it, they punished it at that point so that it would connect its actions with the punishment.

Considering I was still alive, I hoped that my punishment wouldn’t be too bad. I slowly rose to my feet and carefully crept forward with my belly skimming the surface of the end table. It wasn’t that big of a table. I hesitated as I got about halfway, and Taureen once more called softly, “Come on.”

I paused and looked him right in his eyes. I usually avoided direct eye contact with anyone since it was safer that way. He returned my gaze with a calm and relaxed one of his own. I took a deep breath and continued forward. 

I was close enough to touch the child’s hand at this point, and I was quite unsettled. I paused in my nervousness. Soranto made a sound of agitation and took a step forward. My head whipped around to face him as I backed up several steps. He obviously did not like me near his daughter and was probably recalling that I could breathe fire.

Taureen made a huffing sound of annoyance at him. Soranto shook his head before taking a seat in the furthest chair, clearly unhappy with Taureen’s plan. I watched him warily; he was the likeliest one to harm me. I heard Taureen’s quiet voice once more. “Come. Come on.”

I turned my attention to Taureen. I slowly re-gathered my courage and regained my lost steps. I hesitated before slowly and carefully stretching out my neck, noticing that the child was holding her breath in excitement. I carefully picked up a berry before backing up a few steps to eat it.

I came back for six more berries before my nerves simply couldn’t handle it any more. I retreated back under the heat lamp and curled up on the warm sand. The other two Kymari seemed to be more relaxed now, and Maria went back to her father while Tkael finally took a seat.

Tkael tilted his head and watched me as I warily regarded them. He said, “I fail to see how that creature attacked a sicora with no reservations and acts so skittish.”

Taureen shrugged. “I was there, and they showed no fear when attacking it. You saw the videos.”

He nodded. “Yes. I also saw the fire that they were breathing. That detail still has the vet teams scratching their heads. Have you seen any hint of her breathing fire yet?”

Taureen shook his head, “No, I had assumed that it was a last line of defense, but Maria put that theory to flight.”

Tkael examined me for a few moments before quietly replying, “I didn’t realize that you had made so much progress with her. All we ever saw was her threatening us as soon as we entered the room.”

Leaning back on the couch, Taureen said, “She acts differently as soon as someone else enters the room. She is much more relaxed if it is just the two of us. If she is hungry enough, she has no qualms about walking right up to me for a good treat. She gets more cautious the instant she is within arm’s reach, but that is about it. She isn’t bothered if I move around the room at this point.”

Tkael nodded thoughtfully. “You ought to start handfeeding her all of her food. It will help develop a bond with her faster.”

Please no… Leave me some independence. I felt like slamming my face into the sand as I saw Taureen nodding in agreement. “That is a good idea. She hasn’t eaten her supper yet, so we can start with that today.”

He got up and walked into the third room before coming out with a covered bowl. He took his seat and opened up the container. I tiredly lifted my head as I sniffed the air; being scared for your life really takes a lot out of you, and I felt drained at this point. My nose told me that it wasn’t the usual bowl of mixed fruit.

I picked up the smell of the fruit that I usually favored. He picked up a piece of mango between his finger and thumb before holding it beside him. I made no move towards him, and after a while, he reached further out.

I regarded him cautiously as he brought his hand closer to me. I heard Soranto mutter, “If she slashes you, I am going to laugh.” 

Taureen did not react to his words as he kept slowly edging his hand closer and closer. He paused when he was close enough for me to grab it from where I was still curled up. I slowly leaned forward to grab the piece. He slowly withdrew his hand once he felt me take it. 

I finished it in two bites. My stomach had stopped churning in stress and was now convinced it was starving. It growled as it demanded more food. I knew that I would be going hungry if I refused to take food from him. He was undoubtedly patient enough to wait me out, and he also certainly remembered the first time that he had offered me a sunburst berry.

My dragonet form was more driven by instinct than my human body had been. As a human, I could ignore hunger while studying for hours on end, but in this form, hunger was a driving force. If I got too hungry, it could make me do things that I would otherwise never do. I hoped that I never got that hungry.

Taureen held a raspberry near the edge of the end table and waited. After a few moments, I got to my feet in resignation and cautiously walked over. I took it delicately from him and ate it. He held another piece of fruit just out of my reach, forcing me to take a step to get it.

Seven pieces of fruit later, I was standing on his lap, waiting for the next piece of fruit. This is insulting and humiliating. I am so tempted to see if I can claw Tkael’s eyes out for that suggestion. Taureen didn’t seem surprised that I had given in so easily, although he had lured me into standing on his lap several times with sunburst berries in the past. The others were watching in curiosity.

I peeked over to see if I could get into the bowl, but Taureen had covered it with his other hand. It took much longer for Taureen to hand me each piece than it would have for me to clean the bowl on my own power.

The second the bowl was empty, I turned and left. I shook out my scales hard in disapproval of the whole matter. Tkael commented, “I assume that was the sound you were talking about?”

Taureen said, “Yes. Whenever she shakes hard enough, her scales make that tinkling noise. No one else I have spoken to has ever heard it.”

Soranto snorted, “I doubt that anyone else has ever been close enough to hear it. It sounds like something really spooked the fire lizards recently as well. They take off the second they see anyone in the park lately. We have a few patrols scouring the area, but we haven’t seen any signs of another sicora.”

Tkael responded dryly, “We didn’t see any signs of the last two, and Dale did say that he recently saw one a couple hours away from the city walls, so we know that there are more out there.”

Taureen made a frustrated sound. “I know. Alec can’t even get close to the wild ones any more. Even when he tries to watch them from a distance, they notice him and leave the area. He doesn’t have any more updates or observations, which is making my life harder. We still don’t know why they are only found in that one park.”

Taureen crossed his arms in a rare gesture of agitation. “The vets are positive that it must be due to a dietary requirement. There are four people out there cataloguing various plants in all of this city’s parks to see if they can find the odd one out, but there hasn’t been any luck so far. When she was so lethargic, we were fairly certain that she was lacking some sort of dietary requirement. We were halfway ready to release her and stick close by to keep predators at bay until she located it herself.” 

Tkael said, “That would eliminate the guessing game and give us the ability to keep them in captivity. But considering that she has recovered, it only leads to more questions.”

What? I had been so close to being freed, and I hadn’t even known about it? I wanted to kick myself, but, then again, with a broken wing, they would have no issue keeping up on foot until they found out which imaginary magical plant I apparently needed to survive. I knew that they wouldn’t leave me out there with my wing in a cast, so I would have been hauled right back here afterwards.

Taureen said, “We aren’t even sure why she went downhill like that. We ran some tests, but she wasn’t technically sick. That morning in the window seems to have triggered something. We know that we are missing a lot of essential puzzle pieces at the moment.”

Tkael nodded before starting to suggest various other ways to track and spy on the wild fire lizards. I kept an ear on the conversation as I tried to mindlink Drake once again. “You there?”

His response was cheerful. “Ah, Tasha. Glad you are still kicking. How is life going?”

“I am going to sidestep that response considering they have recently decided that I am not going to get fed unless I eat from their hands.”

“I have no idea how you are still standing…”

“Neither do I,” I said. “Although I do hear that you are giving your stalkers quite a run for their money. They are getting frustrated with your efforts. They didn’t get close enough to see anything the last three days.”

His voice held satisfaction. “Excellent. We have been trying to avoid them. I am glad that we are confusing them.”

I sent my amusement down the mindlink. “The most confusing part is the fact that we are only found in that park. They did a thorough check in every park in this city as well as in numerous other cities as well. They are convinced that we need something that is only found in that park, and my release is almost guaranteed because of it.”

I felt his joy as he replied, “When are you coming back? Do you know?”

“I am not sure, the wing still hasn’t healed. Oh, keep an eye out for more sicora-”

I felt Drake’s mental hiss at the very name of the creature. I continued, “They know that more are around, and someone saw one outside the city. At the very least, if you spot one, raise a fuss, and your stalkers can make themselves useful.”

He growled across the mindlink before saying, “We were wondering if there were more around since there have been more patrols lately.”

He was confused by my surge of amusement. My humor was clear in my mindvoice as I told him,“Drake, they increased the patrols because you guys started acting so skittish.”

“Oh…”

I snickered mentally at his reaction before proceeding to play the part of an informant as I relayed the plans that the three in the room were making to get close to my friends.


Chapter 20

            

It was a great dream. Amanda was scratching the extremely itchy spot where my wing connected to my back. I stretched out on my side and sleepily hummed in delight as I halfway kneaded the sand with my claws.

Something seemed odd though. My sleepy mind couldn’t quite identify it through the thick haze of sleep. I blinked sleepily and froze as I noticed a large hand in my view. Taureen pulled his hand back slowly before resuming whatever he had been doing on the laptop.

I blinked in sleepy confusion; he had been scratching the itchy spots on my back. To the best of my knowledge, this was the first time that he had touched me since he had picked me up in the park. I wasn’t sure what to think.

I could feel the sun starting to rise though, and the pull of the Morning Song was greater than my confusion. I got up and shook myself off before heading over to the window. My voice once more raised in song despite the fact that the sun was hidden behind thick clouds. Taureen always recorded my singing during the Morning Song. 

I knew when the sun had cleared the horizon even though I couldn’t see it. My song faded, and I went for a bath. He had gotten smarter, and a thick absorbent towel now resided on the table. After a few rotations in both the water and the sand bowl, I was fairly clean. I tried to ignore the fact that several spots along my back were still itchy. 

With my wing still bound and somewhat painful, I couldn’t manage a thorough cleaning. Some spots on my back had always needed outside assistance to clean. Taureen had managed to find one of those while I was sleeping. I was still off balance regarding my wake up call.

Breakfast was another hurdle. The last two days had been grueling; unless Taureen gave it to me, I didn’t get a single scrap of food. I had tried to resist yesterday but, as I had assumed, when it came to the waiting game, I lost by a landslide. Trying to starve myself to death was out of the question; my instincts were too strong to pull that one off.

Taureen was already holding a piece of fruit as he waited for me to come over. With a shake of annoyance, I jumped from the table to the couch beside him. For some reason, he tried to ensure that I spent most of the meal standing on his lap. 

He wouldn’t be so thrilled if I dug my claws in, but it isn’t exactly the wisest to bite the hand that feeds you. Or in this case, scratch his legs to shreds. I would probably get my least favorite foods for a month… I liked my food too much to stir up trouble like that. I hadn’t been chosen by the mad scientists for my stupidity.

I finished a piece of orange before twisting my head to try and nibble at an itchy spot just above my wing. My claws couldn’t get at it due to the way my wings were connected. I gave up after a few moments and took the offered piece of watermelon. 

I glanced back and gave a low growl as I noticed he was moving his hand up behind me. I pinned my ear tufts down and pricked my claws lightly into his legs. Taureen ignored my warnings and reached over to gently scratch the itchy spot. 

I was tense at first before relaxing somewhat. The relief of having the itch finally soothed after weeks was simply too great. I watched his hand carefully, but he just kept on lightly scratching with his nails. I could actually see the faint film of stuff that had built up coming off as he scratched.

I glanced ahead again as I saw some movement; his other hand held a sunburst berry. I couldn’t refuse that at breakfast. I gently took it and chewed it slowly, savoring the flavor. I never did tell anyone that I get several sunburst berries a day… They would be envious. Although they would not be envious of my situation.

I tensed again as I felt Taureen lightly brush his thumb across the spot he had been scratching. I glanced back to see him pulling his hand back to his side. I turned back to the raspberry he was offering. Trying to butter me up with my favorites, huh? Just wait until you release me. I will be making myself scarce as fast as I can. 

I had observed the traffic along the street a lot lately, noting that were certain hours of the night where almost no one stirred. I also understood the layout of the streets more from what I could see from the window. The day I got free, I would be heading to a different park and keeping out of sight. I had been eavesdropping on numerous discussions revolving around which parks were larger and which had more fruit trees that we seemed to favor.

Taureen and his friends had been so kind as to compare the various parks in my presence. A couple dozen dragonets were also interested in my cross-city travel plan. There was a rather large park that surrounded a ravine near the city wall; we hadn’t been aware of this park and figured that it would be a good place to hide. It was right against the wall, so most who wanted a walk in nature simply went out the gate into the true wilderness where they didn’t have to deal with the steep slopes in the valley. Hopefully, we could keep our new location a secret once we got there.

When I had eaten my fill, I wandered back under the heat lamp. It was as close as I could get to sunbathing. In a way, it was even better; the heat lamp didn’t have clouds to block its heat or wind to skim over a scaled hide while stealing warmth.

I was half-asleep when I felt something touch my back; my eyes flew open as I stiffened. I growled deeply at Taureen while flexing my claws deep into the sand; it had taken a force of will to stop my instinctive slash. He once more ignored me while gently petting my back. I didn’t cease my growling, and my ear tufts flattened in my growing tension.

Just before I hit my breaking point, he withdrew his hand. Seconds later, he held out a sunburst berry and slowly brought his hand within my reach. After a few moments, I reached out to take the delectable berry. 

Taureen went out the main door, heading off to do whatever it was he did during the day. I snorted after he left; sometimes, his actions were quite annoying. I really wanted to get away as soon as possible, but my still-healing wing was my main obstacle.

The second problem was that I wasn’t entirely sure that I could even get out of here. I had managed to get into the three back rooms, although Taureen wasn’t aware of this fact. I still hadn’t figured out how the front door operated, despite watching him go through it several times a day.

I wasn’t sure if the window was even capable of opening. In theory, I knew that all of their windows did, but I hadn’t figured it out. I didn’t try too hard though, just in case I couldn’t get it closed. Taureen’s place was an apartment around three stories above ground. I needed both wings working to get out of here.



*      *      *





I squawked and managed to land a light scratch on Taureen’s hand. That guy was far too quick for his own good and had managed to evade the worst of my strike. I rolled around, trying to get the harness off of me with no success. I scratched and bit it, but that didn’t do any good. After trying for some time, I gave up momentarily and got to my feet while giving him a glare. 

I knew he saw the glare, but he wasn’t worried about it anymore than he was bothered by the slight graze on his hand, where a few tiny beads of blood beaded to the surface. He was already sitting in his seat and ignoring me.

I snorted and shook myself off, but alas, the action only reminded me of the harness. I had been sleeping under the heat lamp and hadn’t thought much of it when Taureen lightly petted my back. I had gotten accustomed to it over the last three days. By the time I realized what he was up to, he had carefully buckled a light harness onto me in two swift and smooth motions. 

He definitely had a fighter’s reflexes, and he managed to mostly dodge my claws. I only had time for one attempt, but I guessed I should consider myself lucky that I had even connected at all. Normally, he managed to evade my strikes without too much apparent effort.

I hissed furiously at him from my position under the heat lamp. He didn’t even glance at me. A harness! Like a cat! The nerve of him! I twisted my head around to chew on the shoulder strap. I kept tugging and chewing, but despite the material looking and feeling like smooth leather, it didn’t seem to be leaving any marks.

The doorbell rang, and Taureen’s three friends entered. I pinned my ears back and hissed viciously at them. They looked at me in surprise; I usually didn’t react unless they got within arm’s reach of me.

Taureen looked up at his friends. “Don’t mind her; she is having a moment.”

A moment! Oh, I would like to give him a moment! With a growl, I bit the harness and chewed viciously on it. I knew the buckles were designed for Kymari nails and strength to open, not to mention that my talons likely wouldn’t be able to manage the release mechanism. 

Tkael looked at me in amusement. “I have a feeling that she does not appreciate her new fashion accessory. How long has she had it on?”

“I managed to get it on her about thirty seconds ago,” he said, glancing towards me. “She let me know how much she appreciated it when she tried to claw me. Thankfully, she was half-asleep and slow.”

Kisk chuckled. “I bet she hasn’t had supper yet either. I guess we will see what wins in the end, her stomach or her dislike of the harness.”

I rolled onto my side as I chewed and pulled at the shoulder strap. I growled again as I saw the design of the harness - it was obviously made just for me. The material was feather-light and thin, although none of my efforts were doing any damage to the durable leather. The straps accommodated my wings and didn’t rub anywhere. My wings made it impossible for me to squeeze through it or back out of it.

Taureen nodded at Kisk’s comment. He said, “Yes. She will give up to eat eventually. I won’t be able to get it off of her until she lets me get that close. By that time, she will have calmed down and mostly accepted it.”

He was devious and diabolical in his planning. I had no idea how he managed to get it the perfect size before sticking it on me either. There was a bit of room under each strap. None were too tight. Neither are any too loose though…

I let go of the strap and craned my neck as I examined the section where two straps joined just above my shoulder. All of my chewing and clawing hadn’t even left a mark on it. There is one more possibility. It is a good thing that the sand I am sitting on is fireproof.

I took a slow deep breath as I inhaled, building up the heat in the back of my throat to a high level. I opened up my jaws, releasing the fire.

Like hot steam trying to escape from a high pressure kettle, flame erupted from my jaws and hit the shoulder strap full-force. Fire didn’t harm dragonets; I could feel the intense heat, but it didn’t hurt me. It would have cause serious burns on any other creature out there.

One, two, three, four, five… I closed my jaws and sealed my throat to stop the barrage of flame. I examined the shoulder strap, but other than a blackened section, there was no real damage.

Dead silence reigned around me. I glanced up to see that all four were staring at me in surprise. I turned my attention back to the harness and tried to chew the spot that I had flamed. Hopefully, the heat had weakened or damaged the material somehow.

Taureen spoke quietly, “I am rather glad I had that harness made from fireproof material.”

That traitor! At this point, I had more than a few bones to pick with him, if it weren’t for the fact that he was so much larger and stronger than me. I growled in vexation as I chewed on another strap. 

Tkael hadn’t looked away from me yet. He idly commented, “Well, we have solid proof that they can spit flame when they choose. At this point, I am even more surprised that she hasn’t tried flaming any of us yet.”

I examined the strap once more, but it was completely undamaged. I growled under my breath. I will have to try the release catches later on when they aren’t around. The Kymari continued discussing and debating what might cause to me breathe fire as well as how Taureen could handle a small house fire.

It didn’t surprise me that this building was made of fireproof materials. A few pieces of furniture and one of his rugs could potentially burn, but that was it. I had previously debated about using my fire to force Taureen to keep his distance, and in the end, there were a lot of reasons to avoid using my flame. 

For starters, the only reason I was here was because my wing was healing. Causing serious damage would be a poor repayment for patching up an otherwise potentially-fatal injury. Secondly, if no dragonet flamed a Kymari, then they seemed content to let us dwell in the park unharmed. And third, Taureen and his friends had been discussing various release plans since no one had figured out why the dragonets were only in the one park.

I kept chewing various spots as well as attempting to cut the material with my sharp talons. Somehow, claws that could slice through sicora hide with ease couldn’t put a mark in whatever material this harness had been made from. 

Bloody aliens and their advanced technology…


Chapter 21

            

I glowered at the world from the back of the transport carrier. Not that I could see the world easily since it was a solid box with several air holes. I crouched in the back corner as I tried to ignore the presence of the harness.

Three days had passed, and I was still unable to get it off. I had no clue where we were heading, and we had just entered a building that smelled like cleaning chemicals. Many of the smells were strange, and various voices and sounds reached my ears as Taureen kept walking. Suddenly, most of the noise cut out with the sound of a closing door.

“Put the carrier on the table, and we will get a scan.”

I felt the cage being lifted and carefully placed on something. A whirring noise sounded overhead and on both sides, bright white light pouring in every air hole. I crouched down and pinned my ears back in fear. I had never seen anything like this before.

The light and noise disappeared as a woman spoke, “Okay, let’s take a look. Ah, there are the breaks. It looks like both of them are healing well. We can probably remove the cast in two weeks. It will be around two weeks for rehabilitation before we can consider a release attempt.”

A veterinary clinic? That was my best guess at any rate. Four more weeks minimum, and that amount of time sounded like forever. I had already been in his care for three weeks, and I was already itching to fly free. 

Two breaks? No wonder my wing had hurt so fiercely. I wondered how bad the original damage had been. The release attempt sounded like it was almost a guarantee from how the woman was speaking. I was almost at the halfway point, and the end was finally in sight. I will be counting down the days…

The trip back was swift enough, and I suspected that Taureen used one of those hovering vehicles. The carrier opened up, and I could see the living room again. I didn’t move, opting to remain in the cave-like shelter. The leash attached to my harness gently tugged, and with a gusty sigh, I got out of the carrier.

He gently picked me up, and I growled lightly at him. He ignored the growl as he had numerous times before. After that encounter with Maria, he seemed to be concentrating on trying to get me used to being handled.

I had made my objections known, and he had obtained several light scratches on his hands and arms despite his quick reflexes. Not that the tiny injuries had done me any good. Each time I managed to land a swipe, he had turned his full attention to me for several hours. 

During those times, he had kept me constantly at the edge of slashing him as he worked on whatever had made me retaliate until I was exhausted. The stress, unease, and general mental state during those long hours were the cause of most of the exhaustion.

I didn’t really want to cause serious harm since that would probably land me in hot water. On two occasions, he hadn’t really expected my reaction, and I had pulled the blows that would have otherwise sent him to the hospital for stitches. Those light scratches that barely broke the skin caused me enough trouble; I wasn’t sure what he would do if I inflicted a larger injury.

As much as the cage would have kept him away from me, I had grown accustomed to having the run of his house. I knew that being in a cage would make it nearly impossible to enjoy the Morning Song. I really didn’t want to cooped up in a cage…

He placed me on his gloved arm. It looked like a hawking glove, only more lightly built and streamlined, being made from a material similar to my harness. I dug my claws into the glove for balance while he held his arm at his side.

The light and flexible leash was clipped onto a clasp on the front of my harness. At the moment, it was being held by his gloved hand. I wasn’t able to go anywhere until he gave me more slack. I watched him with annoyance; just because I was putting up with this did not mean that I enjoyed it.

He held up his arm to a perch that he had mounted on his wall, and I jumped off. He backed up a step before coming back and raising his arm. “To fist.” To get the lesson over with, and the leash off, I hopped onto his glove. Once I was released into the wild, I was promptly going to forget all of these little commands…

I was rewarded with a strawberry. Not quite what I was after. They may both start with an f, but food and freedom are two very different things. I turned my head as the doorbell rang. Taureen secured the leash in his glove and answered the door personally. Much to the surprise of the stranger on the other side.

I am not sure who was more surprised. Me, at seeing someone other than Taureen’s three friends. Or him, at seeing me on Taureen’s wrist. From the way he was staring at me, I suspected that he may be the more surprised of the two of us.

Taureen greeted him warmly, “Alec, good to see that you found time to come over.”

Alec finally looked at Taureen. “I am glad to be here. I hadn’t realized how tame you had gotten your little friend.” 

I examined the lightly-built Kymari, not overly impressed with his presence, despite his admiring gaze. So this is Alec. I wonder what he is doing here instead of running around the central park. The answer was rather obvious though, he was here because of me.

Taureen chuckled as he admitted, “I have never had such difficulties with any creature before. She is quite the handful. Since I happen to have her on leash, do you feel like going for a walk? Just up and down the street; I don’t want to go anywhere near a park with her just yet.”

Alec nodded and stepped back to allow Taureen into the hallway. I looked around with interest and unease. I had never been outside of Taureen’s living room except for this morning in the carrier. The long curving hallway had doors spaced out evenly as we walked down it.

They got into what I assumed was an elevator; I waited for the obvious drop, but didn’t feel anything. The door opened, and we came out on a different floor. They exited the building and started walking down the street.

I shifted uneasily; I may have gotten used to things in Taureen’s apartment, but being near a street had always been something to avoid in the past. I gazed up at the occasional large tree as we passed beneath them, but there was no chance of me flying up and hiding in the branches with a broken wing.

Taureen held his hand by his side and used his other hand to pet my back. “Easy. Calm down.”

Easy for you to say… My heartbeat was rapidly rising, along with my stress level. He offered me a piece of fruit, and I gingerly took it, allowing it to distract me from my growing anxiety. 

Alec was watching closely. “It is interesting to see a fire lizard up close. Despite my best attempts and numerous tactics, I have been unable to get anywhere near a wild one.”

Taureen hummed thoughtfully before replying, “I think I would be having a lot more difficulty if it had been anything other than her wing that had been injured. Her ability to flee has been removed and that has taken a lot of the fight out of her.”

Alec said, “I have been watching for any orphan or rejected fledglings, but they are all accounted for every morning. I have reviewed every video that I have found of that weird dance they do in the morning, and it looks like they have never abandoned or lost one yet.”

“Have you tried locating a nest?”

Alec sighed. “We looked high and low, but we were unsuccessful. They are very good at hiding their nest; by the time we even realize that a pair might be nesting, the youngsters show up at the dance with their parents. Other than that nest the sicora disturbed, and the one that we accidently stumbled too close to the day after, we have never located a nest.”

Taureen said, “The ones that appear in the morning are a decent size the first time we see them. I find it hard to believe that we are unable to find the nest during the weeks that they are in it.”

I was slightly amused; they figured that the nestlings were nest-bound for several weeks. They were overshooting the target by a long shot. It was only five days until the youngsters could fly well enough to accompany their parents.

Alec snorted. “They hide those nests very well and ensure that they are never followed to it. Lately, about the only time we even get to see any of the fire lizards is when they sing in the morning.”

“I saw your videos. How close are their songs to what this one is doing?”

With a look of puzzlement, Alec said, “That is the odd part. They all start and stop singing at almost exactly the same time. We have broken out each voice on an analyzer, and each individual is singing a slightly different song each time. There is no true repetition, yet they are all following the same theme as the others every time, even though the theme varies each day. Yours is following the same theme that they are, and I have no clue how she knows what theme they are using.”

Taureen looked surprised, although I failed to understand why. Each sunrise was different, and thus, our songs were different. We were all singing to the same sunrise, which is why we followed the same theme. From what I was hearing, Taureen must be sending Alec a video of my Morning Song every day. Stalker.

I glanced ahead and pulled my ears closer to my head in distress. A group of rowdy adolescent Kymari were approaching on the sidewalk. Taureen glanced up as he felt the pressure from my claws increase. Alec called out to them, “Can you please calm down until we pass? We have a half-tamed animal with us.”

Taureen moved his arm closer to his chest and used his other hand to pet my back. The approaching Kymari immediately and respectfully quieted as they passed us, watching me with curiosity. They were a long distance away before they resumed their antics.

The traffic, people walking by, noise, and simply being on the street had my nerves tightly strung. I wasn’t sure how much more I could take, but I was aware of the leash that was held tightly in Taureen’s hand.

Taureen commented, “Well, that went much better than I had hoped for.” I was surprised to notice that we were approaching the doors of a building. I realized that they were the doors we had left - we had simply walked around the block.

Once we were back in the room, Taureen unclipped the feather-light leash and sat down. The instant he stopped moving, I jumped off and headed for the heat lamp. I wasn’t cold, but the location and heat was familiar and relaxing. Right now, I just wanted to calm down and relax.

Taureen spoke of what he had noted of my odder habits while Alec commented of his increasingly-rare sightings of the wild group as they cross-compared their observations.


Chapter 22

            

Days were either boring or filled with stress as Taureen tried to expand my horizons. I currently sat on a shoulder pad that he now wore on his right shoulder. Tkael and Soranto called him insane for allowing me so close to his head with my sharp claws and fire. Not that I had breathed any fire since my one attempt with the harness.

I went along with it since I had been getting to go to a small park when I cooperated. I looked at the park as we approached it; it was tiny, and I could easily see the far side through the trees. The clump of trees barely warranted the classification of being a park. Taureen held up his gloved hand, and I stepped delicately onto it.

He lowered me to the ground, and I hopped off. I wandered around while sniffing, and occasionally sampling, the various plants and greens. Taureen followed like my shadow as he allowed me to explore and drag my leash around. It was as close to freedom as I could get at the moment.

I did make sure to tangle my leash in various plants just like any animal would do. I prefer the excuse that it gives Taureen something to do besides tormenting me. I glanced back; as per usual, he was watching me closely. I noticed that he took note of anything I ate, so they were likely still looking for that magical plant.

All too soon, Taureen had me climb back onto his glove before transferring me to his shoulder pad. The walks back and forth still unnerved me, but they weren’t the terrifying ordeal that they had originally been. 

I suspected that as long as I was near Taureen, no one would bother me. Yeah, but I don’t plan on wandering leisurely down the streets once I get out of here. Out of sight and out of mind is a much better strategy.

Once we reached his apartment, he removed my harness and leash. He had been kind enough to take off my harness the last few days as well. I still objected when he went to put it on, but he had an obvious advantage. He had become very good at dodging my claws.

I stood on his hand, waiting until I was close enough to jump to something. He sat on the couch and used his hand to block my jump. He moved me onto his lap and offered me a piece of fruit. I sniffed the odd blue and peach-colored cube suspiciously. 

The blood memories told me that it was edible; whatever it was. It smelled really good though… I cautiously licked it and snorted in surprise before quickly taking it – it tasted amazing. It even beat the sunburst berries, which should have been an impossible feat. Drat. I think I have a new favorite.

Taureen was amused at my reaction. “It looks like the dietary specialist was correct when she said that you would probably really like shia fruit. I will have to try to get a hold of some of the other things she figured you would like.”

I nibbled daintily on the fruit to make it last. Taureen started petting me while I ignored him. It was easier to let him pet me than to try and fight him. I would be out of here in less than three weeks.

I stood on his lap, waiting impatiently for him to let me go. He opened up a little jar with one hand before dipping a finger in it. I flared my nostrils suspiciously as I tried to pick up the scent.

Taureen moved his finger to where I could sniff it. It had a light scent that I couldn’t quite place. It somehow reminded me of plants and oily seeds, although it was a subtle pleasant scent. He moved his hand away, and I turned to look at the heat lamp in the corner, in hopes that he would take the hint and let me go. 

He started rubbing my back with the oily substance, and I blinked as I glanced back to see what he was doing. He was spreading that oil over my scales, and it felt really good. I could feel the oil easing the dry skin that came with daily bathing and long periods of time spent under a hot heat lamp.

I didn’t realize just how dry my skin was until now. With a sigh, I slowly lay down to let him finish with the oil. As he neared my good wing, I spread it out so that he had easier access to it. I lowered my head until it rested on his knee as he slowly massaged the oil into the scales.

Tight muscles gradually relaxed, and I closed my eyes as he delicately spread the oil over my small wing scales.

  

       I woke up disoriented and blinked a few times as I tried to force my mind into wakefulness. A light pressure rhythmically stroked my back, and I turned my head as I realized that Taureen was petting me. I had somehow fallen asleep on Taureen’s lap during the massage and oiling. I had no idea how long I had been asleep, but I was pretty sure that I had been out for a while.

My muscles were very relaxed and felt like putty. And just like after a good massage, I didn’t really want to move. However, waking up like this made me uneasy and nervous. It took me a few seconds to convince my body to rouse from its sluggish rest, but I stood up and headed towards the heat lamp.

I curled up on the warm sand under the heat lamp. He had removed the second lamp above the cloth weeks ago when I had never used it. I lowered my head to rest on my hands before slowly drifting back to sleep.


Chapter 23

            

I once more sat on Taureen’s shoulder as I looked around the building. The smell was the only reason I knew where I was; this was the veterinary clinic. I didn’t see any other animals, although I could scent them. We were guided to a room with a bizarre machine in it, and the lady gestured towards the machine.

Taureen walked closer to it and held his hand up to me; I nervously stepped onto it. He lowered me to a long table before twisting his hand, indicating that he wanted me to step off. I stepped down and looked around nervously. He secured my leash to a knob on the table before backing up. Noticing my unease, he said, “Relax.”

Right. I just got tied to a table in a building that smells like chemicals and animals, and you want me to relax. If it hadn’t been for the fact that I was pretty sure that this machine had scanned the break in my wing, I would have been much more nervous.

The lady turned the machine on, and I instinctively flattened myself to the table as it slowly passed over me. Technically, there was no need to duck since I couldn’t have reached the moving machine arm even if I had jumped. When it had finished its pass, Taureen came forward to collect me and put me on his arm.

I watched as the lady pulled up an odd 3D image and rotated it several times. “It looks like the wing has completely healed. I will take the cast off and wrap it with a piece of cloth for now. Try to keep her from using it during the next few days.”

Taureen nodded and held me still while she removed the cast. I didn’t even have time to get nervous before she passed a small gadget over the edge of the cast and it separated. 

She swiftly wrapped my wing up in a piece of cloth. It was a bit looser than the cast had been, but not much. I could probably get it off tonight, although I would take care the next few days though, just to avoid straining it. Overworking the muscles or straining my wing would delay my release, and possibly hinder my escape if I managed to get that window open.

Once we got back to Taureen’s place, he sat on the couch and put me in his lap before he started to untie the knot on the cloth that was binding my wing. Huh. Well, if he takes it off, that makes my job much easier. I watched as he untied the bizarre knots and removed the cloth.

I blinked in dismay; I had never seen my scales that dirty. Ever. They were covered with such a film that they were hazy and cloudy. Taureen held me on his lap while he gently extended my wing. Stiff and weak muscles protested lightly; I narrowed my eyes, but didn’t do anything.

He picked up an odd, bumpy sponge-like object and gently ran it over my wing. The rough surface felt a lot like a sand bath. I relaxed slightly while watching him closely. He slowly and carefully scraped the film off of my scales. Once he finished that, he took a damp cloth and wiped away the last traces of anything that didn’t belong. My scales shone once again.

I sighed in relief, kind of glad that I didn’t have to be the one to try and get everything off. The amount of twisting and rubbing I would have had to do probably would have overworked the muscles that had been weakened by inactivity.

Taureen picked up the small bottle of oil, and my mood lifted. I had grown to love the oil and the massage. It would be one of the few things I would miss once I got out of here. Taureen placed a small bowl of fruit where I could reach it before he started to gently work on my wing with the oil.

I get to feed myself? Awesome. I made short work of the tasty pieces in the bowl. Once I was done, I lowered my head to Taureen’s knee as he kept massaging the wing muscles. I twitched occasionally if he found a sore spot, and he would pass it by for a bit before returning with lighter pressure.

I was halfway asleep when the doorbell rang. These people have the worst timing ever. I raised my head as the door opened and was surprised to find that I could barely move. What in the world? Now I recognized that familiar haze in my mind. There was something in the fruit, and I only just got the memo. It looks like I have been drugged again.

The lack of discussion between Taureen and the vet was now apparent. They must have spoken previously, and he must have drugged the fruit that I had just eaten. Now I knew how they planned to keep me from overusing my weak wing. I wanted to growl in irritation, but simply lacked the energy. Soranto, Tkael, and Alec came in and took a seat while watching Taureen as he kept massaging the oil in.

Soranto was amused when I didn’t greet him with my usual hiss. “Tranquilizers, I assume?”

Taureen nodded as he glanced at Alec. “Yes, the vets don’t want her to actually use her wing yet, so she will be getting a decent dose of tranquilizers over the next few days while I keep stretching it. They seem to be starting to work already.”

Alec looked intrigued and inquired, “Once you are done, what are the odds of me holding her?”

Taureen glanced at me before responding, “Let me finish oiling her wing, and you can try. The drugs haven’t taken full effect yet, and it may be wiser to wait until then. She doesn’t often try to scratch me, but she has no qualms about trying to slash others who get too close.”

Alec nodded and watched Taureen, waiting patiently. Several minutes later, Taureen was satisfied that he had thoroughly oiled my wing. Okay, I can really feel these drugs now. I can’t even raise my head. I was like a rag doll; I had zero ambition and no strength. I could barely raise enough emotion to even care. These drugs are nasty…

Taureen carefully folded my wings up and lifted me, taking care to support my head. He chuckled lightly. “Well, she is definitely mellow at this point. This tranquilizer seems to be very effective on them. I will have to contact Senica and double check the dosage. Luckily, it is nearly impossible to overdose with this particular one.”

He handed me to Alec who gently cradled me against his chest while softly stroking my back. A small corner of my mind was screaming in fury and hurling insults at them. The rest of my drug-hazed mind simply couldn’t find the energy to move or even care. I guess I should be lucky that I am still awake and that it hasn’t knocked me out yet. It is a tranquilizer.

Alec seemed enthralled with my limp form; he gently spread a wing and traced the tendons and ligaments that supported the wing membrane. “This is very interesting. Look at the tendons and small muscles. No wonder they are so acrobatic; they can change the shape of any part of their wing. The scales on the wing are small enough that no matter how the skin folds, no scales are lifted and nothing can get under the edge.”

Soranto moved to sit near him as he peered at me. “I think I want the chance to hold her as well,” he said. “I doubt that I will get the chance again since she seems to prefer to try and take a chunk out of me.”

Alec carefully passed me over to him. Soranto was just as gentle as he supported me against his chest. He gently lifted my head and rubbed his thumb across my cheek and down my neck. He grinned as he finally got to touch my scales without me attempting to claw him. He said, “Well, I much prefer her like this. I didn’t realize that her scales feel like polished stone. I thought that they would have been softer or felt more like a snake.”

Oh! I cannot believe that you just compared me to a snake! If I could move, I would give you a slash to remember this by! He lifted my foot and spread my toes as he inspected my claws. He gently put some pressure on the back of my knuckles, causing my claws to extend. 

He kept pushing until they were fully extended. Blinking at them in surprise, he said, “I hadn’t realized how long her claws actually are. She must not have fully extended them on the few occasions that she tried to scratch us.”

Alec leaned over to inspect my long claws; he pulled something out of his pocket and gently ran it along the underside of my claw. He blinked as the razor-sharp edge cut through it like butter. “Wow. Her claws managed to cut through a piece of suspension cord with ease. The claw is sharper as you go closer to the base.”

With a thoughtful look, Tkael commented, “Sharp teeth, razor-sharp extendable claws, acrobatic flight, the ability to breathe fire… It was almost like they were designed for hunting large prey, yet they almost exclusively eat fruit.”

Alec turned to him in surprise. “You are right. The bodies of most animals have adapted to their food source. Such teeth and claws are not found in any other fruit eater that I have ever heard of.”

Tkael regarded me while deep in thought. “It is another puzzle piece that simply doesn’t fit. It is quite bizarre. We know that they will attack sicora, which almost no other animal would even consider. Yet, they are so skittish that we can’t get near them if they have any say in the matter. They can breathe fire, although they rarely do so. Their day-to-day habits would lead one to think that they are peaceful fruit eaters, but their body adaptations lead to a completely different conclusion.”

He glanced up at the others who were watching him and stated, “We are missing something.”

Taureen inquired, “Any idea what that might be?”

Tkael exhaled gustily before replying, “No. Things simply aren’t adding up and it is like a thorn in my side.”

Alec sighed sympathetically. “I know what you mean,” he said. “Other than that glimpse we get of them first thing in the morning, we haven’t been able to even get within observation distance. It is like they know we are following them and avoid us accordingly. Many people recall simply walking along the trails, even a month ago, and seeing one here or there, simply sunning themselves. They hadn’t avoided us back then as much as they are lately.”

Taureen suddenly sat up straighter. “They just started acting skittish during the last month right?”

Alec turned to him in surprise. “Yes, what are you thinking?”

Taureen turned his gaze to me as he said, “They started avoiding us right around the time that I took her. I think a couple might have seen me and now consider us dangerous. Those ones are teaching the others to avoid us as well. We know that they are smart since we have seen how fast this one catches on.”

Alec nodded slowly in reluctant agreement. “I think that may be the answer. It is the only reasonable explanation, especially considering that cry she made when you picked her up. The others may have mistaken it for a death cry, and with you crouched over her like that…” He trailed off, leaving the obvious conclusion unsaid.

Tkael spoke, “That may explain their avoidance of us, but it does not explain any of the other mysteries. Why are they only in that park? Why can we only get close during that singing dance they do every morning? Why do they only hold that dance when the sun is half-way risen?”

The others looked at each other, but none seemed to have a good explanation. Good, because even I don’t know the answer to why I am so well armed and armored, and yet eat mostly fruit. They discussed possible theories while passing me around and examining my body while petting me. I was beginning to feel like a baby during a baby shower. I did not appreciate it.


Chapter 24

            

I was once more cradled in Taureen’s arms as he talked with Alec. I was still drugged and mostly unable to move. They had lessened my dosage over the last two days, and I could lift my head for short times or move my legs occasionally, but that was it. Taureen had been carefully stretching my wing to loosen up the muscles and get them used to being moved once more.

Taureen ran a small piece of fruit along my lips, and I opened up my mouth. He dropped it in, and I swallowed the tiny sliver without even attempting to chew it. He insisted on feeding me these tiny morsels in fear that I would choke on anything larger. Even those newly hatched nestlings had far more energy than I did at this moment.

As much as I hated the situation, my stomach demanded food. Taureen wasn’t helping my attempts to be stubborn since he was offering me my favorites. Alec watched from his seat while commenting, “No one was able to locate the wild flock this morning. The massive storm might have kept them holed up wherever they hide.”

 “It is possible. I must admit that I have really missed hearing her sing the last few mornings,” Taureen replied. I didn’t have the ability to move much, and the drugs had even dulled the drive to sing to an alarmingly low level; the call of the Morning Song had barely been noticeable.

Alec watched him feed me a few more pieces. “Do you think that these last few days will have an effect on her?”

Taureen nodded. “I rarely put her down, and feeding her like a chick should build a bond like the one she would have had with her parents. The drugs are making her helpless and dependant at the moment. This tactic usually works with most animals that care for their young, and considering the amount of care the wild ones seem to give, it should be very effective. The youngsters follow their parents around for years, and the parents never discourage them or drive them off.”

If I had the energy, I would have growled, but I didn’t. A spark of fear lit up inside of me though, I could see his plan actually at work in my own mind. After being held almost steadily for three days, it no longer bothered me. Even the presence and touch of the others barely bothered me. 

One could only be irritated and angry with no real reason for so long, and they had simply worn out those emotions over the previous couple of weeks – and especially during the last few days. The drugs weren’t helping either; preventing strong emotions and keeping me calm as I accepted their care. I have got to get out of here, and the sooner the better…



*      *      *





I gently stretched my wings before shaking myself out. The dose of tranquilizers had been dropped over the last two days, and I could barely feel their effect. I carefully flew to the window and waited for the Morning Song to begin.

I carefully folded my wings. I didn’t dare try to fly through the Morning Song, that dance was demanding and would have serious consequences with my still-strengthening wing. So far, I had only stretched and done short careful flights.

I ignored Taureen as he recorded my fluting song that rose and dropped in ways that would have made even the most talented birds envious. Once the song ended, I turned and flew up to a perch on the wall. I wasn’t quite ready to give in yet.

My bath water had disappeared during my recovery. Now, I had to let Taureen scour my scales and wipe them off. I was not impressed with this most recent change. He was making me come to him for almost everything in an attempt to make me dependant on him.

He had been right though; those days spent in a drugged stupor while he handled me had made all of my discomfort around him disappear. Completely. I was somewhat disgusted to admit that I was perfectly at ease around him. If that wasn’t a symptom of Stockholm Syndrome, I didn’t know what was.

I had recovered my wits enough that I refused to let others touch me or hold me though. If they attempted to reach out to me, a hiss made them swiftly change their minds. Taureen found it humorous that he was the only one who could handle me without worry. Once I get out of here, I am promptly making miles to that other park where he won’t be able to find me.

Of all of the things he could have picked on, he had to choose my bath and cleaning. I hated being dirty or itchy. I liked to clean up at least twice a day, and now I had to approach Taureen. I had tried using the dry sand from the tray under the heat lamp, but it simply didn’t cut it.

Taureen patiently sat with the scouring pad, damp cloth, and oil beside him. With a sigh, I spread my wings and glided down to gently land on his knee. I knew that my claws lightly pricked his leg, but he showed no sign of it as he picked up the scouring pad.

As much as I didn’t like to admit it, he was able to clean certain areas far better than I had ever been able to. The area around the base of my wings had always been a bad one, and he made sure it was spotless. I did enjoy the oiling though; it was like the best massage ever created. I always came so close to falling asleep during the oiling that it was scary. I refused to admit to the couple of times that I actually had fallen asleep.

He finished and gently stroked my back as my drowsiness faded. It didn’t bother me; I knew in theory that it should, but it didn’t. It was actually relaxing. With that disturbing thought, I stood up and sauntered over to the heat lamp for a nap. 

Taureen must have taken time off from work while I was drugged, but he headed off to do whatever it was he did. From what I heard, he was one of the guards who patrolled the streets and the city wall.

I mindlinked Drake. “How are things going in the forest? Still picking up those odd scents?”

His mind was sleepy, and I could tell that he was seriously sunbathing at the moment. “Well enough,” he said. “We are still picking up those scents on occasion, and we are no closer to figuring out what left it than we were before. A couple of us even let our stalkers watch as we circled and sniffed the ground suspiciously before disappearing. They did check that area very closely, but didn’t seem to find anything. How is your wing?”

“Getting better day by day. If I try something too energetic, my water gets lightly drugged, so I have been taking it easy. I suspect that I can attempt flying the Morning Song in a couple of weeks. I fly well enough now to manage in the park, although I am not sure that I could lose any followers yet. The Kymari are extremely quick when they want to be and I can’t fly that far yet.”

With an unimpressed snort, he replied, “We noticed that. They don’t seem to tire easily, either. Our new tactic is to fly above the trees where they have no hope of seeing us. It has been working well so far.”

I considered that tidbit of information. “Well, I could manage that. From what I have overheard, they want to wait about two more weeks before attempting to release me. Over half of them are hoping that you guys will chase me away so that they have a solid reason to keep me.

I felt Drake’s amusement through the mindlink as he replied, “Idiots. Amanda can’t wait for you to return. Some of the others are also getting excited; they want to hear your stories.”

I yawned as I changed the topic. “So what are your plans for the rest of the day?”

I listened to his drowsy voice as he told me what he and his mate felt like doing, as well as the bit of mischief that his fledglings had gotten into the other day.


Chapter 25





I woke up suddenly. I felt the urge to snarl and was on edge, although I didn’t know why. The room was dark, although a bit of light was shining in from the window. I kept my head low as I looked across the room. Nothing was moving though.

I took a deep breath and dug my claws into the sand. What is that smell? I couldn’t place it, yet, I was sure I had smelled it before. My eyes widened in recognition, it was the smell that Drake had shared with me. 

Was it in the room? That shouldn’t be possible, I hadn’t been able to get out despite numerous attempts lately. I crouched low and moved to the edge of the table inspecting the room carefully.

A faint clatter made me turn my head sharply. One of the large air vents near the floor had fallen into the room. How did that fall into the room? I pulled on it earlier, and it didn’t come out. My thoughts were stopped by the sight of something crawling out of the opening.

I narrowed my eyes at the dark grey creature; it had eight legs and resembled a mutant spider. It wasn’t quite twice my size, but it was more heavily built and would weigh much more than I did.

My blood boiled at the sight of it. The blood memories now offered their insight; if a sicora was a butterfly, then this crawler was the caterpillar. The crawler would get close to a food source before cocooning to metamorphosize into the sicora. But a sicora was an evil bloodthirsty thing more interested in attacking any living thing around it and couldn’t really be compared to a butterfly.

This crawler would turn into a sicora. Not if I have any say in the matter. I silently took flight as I gained altitude while gathering my fire. The crawler seemed to know exactly where it was going and was heading straight for Taureen’s open door.

I folded my wings back and dropped down with a battle scream before I loosed an intense stream of fire as I passed over it. My wing felt the strain of the move as I traded height for speed. I could hear Taureen jumping out of bed with the reflexes of the fighter that he was. 

I quickly banked around to fly between Taureen’s door and the creature before loosing another blast of fire. The detestable eight-legged thing gave an odd high-pitched squeal as it tried to scramble backward; it seemed to detest fire as much as the sicora did.

My wing trembled and threatened to give out from the intense aerial maneuvers I had been doing. I landed on the floor with a hiss as I faced it; I was quick on my feet if I wanted to be. Like a mongoose and a snake, I darted forward to nip at one of its legs. Hopefully my saliva would have the same effect on the crawler as it did on its bigger brother. Its blood was disgusting and tasted almost as bad as the sicora’s blood had.

It tried to strike at me with sharp claws on its front legs, and I skipped backwards with ease. I didn’t have time to begin another move before a spear slammed it to the floor, pinning it like a beetle. I flinched at the weapon’s appearance and glanced behind me.

I hadn’t even noticed that Taureen had appeared in his doorway. He must sleep with some of those weapons, considering it had only been about twenty seconds since I had started the attack. I turned my focus back to the crawler, but its legs were already curling up in death.

Taureen stepped forward as he came up beside me and looked down at me, obviously checking me for injuries. A familiar scent hit my nose, and I turned my head swiftly towards the air vent. I launched forward into a swift flight with a scream as I spat a fireball at the small sicora peering out of the air vent. 

With a hiss, it took off down the air vent and out of my sight. My wing hurt from the swift take-off and rapid flight. I landed several feet from the open vent, hissing fiercely, almost hoping that it would come back so I could attack it again. 

I heard Taureen make an exclamation of surprise and fury at the sight of the sicora in the air vent. He disappeared into his room for a moment before coming out with a radio. “We have a sicora in the air vents of the building where I live. I killed one crawler, but there may be more as well.”

“We are en route. Stay in the room as we do a sweep of the building. Let us know if you see it again.”

“Affirmative.”

He grabbed an empty tray and put it in front of the open air vent before moving a heavy chair to hold it there. He bent over to scoop up my still-hissing form. I barely paid him any attention. There was a sicora in the building. And it was alive. I had a serious problem with both of those details.

I struggled a bit in his hold, wanting to be put back down. Taureen gently pinned me against his chest while stroking my neck and wings in an attempt to calm me down. I dug my claws lightly into his arms to show my level of agitation. He murmured soft words to me while continuing to stroke my scales.

What seemed like hours later, I finally gave up with a sigh and relaxed in his hold. The sicora wasn’t about to come back anytime soon. There was also a large group of armed fighters scouring the building to locate it. Even if it did pass by the air vent, I couldn’t see it, and there was no way for it to get past the impromptu blockade that Taureen had built.

Taureen continued to hold me in his arms as he sat on the couch. I tried to get out of his hold, but he wasn’t having any of it. I ceased my efforts after a bit; the appearance of the sicora and the dead crawler on his floor was not sitting well with him and he was on edge. 

I curled up as best I could in his arms, and I could hear his strong and calming heartbeat. He wasn’t wearing a shirt and his skin was warm. My wing ached from what I had put it through. I halfway unfolded it in an attempt to ease the painful muscles. It seemed to help.

I rested my head on his arm, and it made a convenient pillow. Taureen maintained his watch with his radio beside him. I knew that he wouldn’t sleep the rest of the night. I closed my eyes and fell asleep, leaving him on watch.

*      *      *





I sat on Taureen’s shoulder as he walked through yet another building. If it weren’t for the fact that he was wearing the armor he used while patrolling or on guard, I would have seriously wondered if he was lost.

I chewed on the leash in boredom while keeping an eye on his two companions. I wasn’t sure why they were accompanying him. Most city patrols were conducted alone or in pairs, at least from what I had seen from the windowsill. Then again, I have only spent five weeks watching out of the window, so what do I really know?

I had been inside of dozens of buildings as Taureen walked up and down the hallways. I had no clue what he was looking for, and I didn’t really see a pattern in his searching either. He seemed to pick buildings at random.

He went up and down various streets. At least I am learning more about the city than I would have ever imagined possible. Sneaking across it will be a breeze now. He never did pass near a park though. That was kind of a let-down, although with all of this walking, I had recognized some landmarks from when the dragonets had first snuck into the city. If I ever got loose, I knew the exact direction that the main park was in.

I had also learned that the sicora in the air vents had been found and killed. They had also found one more crawler, and that was dead as well. The building air vent covers had been replaced so that the latches could not be accidentally undone from the inside by such creatures. So even if I know knew that the latches were inside the air vent, it also meant that the upgrades made it impossible for me to open them.

There goes my half-baked plan of sneaking through the air vents. It wasn’t that good of a plan anyway; I probably wouldn’t have been able to find the correct exit or I might have ended up lost. Even if I did find a good exit, there was no guarantee that I could manage to get the other cover off.





@valdtrift made this skilled drawing of a crawler. Kudos to him for his hard work!



  


Chapter 26





I was draped across Taureen’s shoulder. The claws on my one hand were tucked under the front end of his shoulder pad to keep me from falling backwards as I laid down on the pad in boredom. 

This was the fifth day that I had been dragged along on his endless walking. The same two fighters always accompanied him as well. It was boring. Extremely boring. Walk into this building, walk down this street, walk here, walk there, occasionally stop and talk with someone else who was walking. Boring.

I had no idea what they were patrolling for, since they had not done anything yet. Surely they have to realize that if they split up, they stand a much better chance of stumbling across any trouble, right? This city was only inhabited by Kymari, so I wasn’t sure why there were patrols. This race didn’t get drunk or steal, neither did they get into any needless fights.

I glanced at a robotic street cleaning machine as it passed us with its faint humming noise. If Taureen was trying to acclimatize me to the regular noises of the city and streets, then he has succeeded past his wildest dreams… After five solid days of walking, nothing really bothered me anymore. The mere sight of street used to make me extremely nervous. Now, it was of no more importance than the grass in the small park that I still got to explore while Taureen held my leash.

Taureen headed into yet another building and walked through several rooms. In the one room, I glanced around at the huge pipes that likely carried water. Taureen entered another area with hundreds of wires. This place almost looked like a small power relay station. 

I lifted my head and growled as I got to my feet. I whipped my head around, looking for the crawler that I could smell. All three had turned to look at me the second I had growled. Taureen extended his spear with a flick of the release mechanism; the other two followed suit.

I flared my nostrils as I sniffed the air again while half unfolding my wings as the rage built with the smell of the thing. The smell was quite strong in this room. I hissed as I shifted my weight and lashed my tail in agitation.

Taureen glanced at his comrade. “Lock down the building and get a team in to help search. We need these air shafts purged and closed before we start wandering around.”

He nodded and left the room while grabbing his radio. I was getting increasingly restless as the scent in the air fanned my desire to kill the despised eight-legged creature. I leaned forward on the shoulder pad. I wanted to jump to the floor, but the leash was too short. 

Taureen looked around while on high alert. He walked towards one wall before turning and slowly walking to the other wall; he kept close to the wall with the door in it. I faced the direction he had come with a hiss; the smell had been stronger over there. The other Kymari had been watching us, and he turned and walked towards that side of the room with his weapons at the ready.

I failed to see what he thought he was going to do since thousands of wires and pipes covered that half of the room. He could walk up and down each of the narrow aisles, but he would be open to ambush. I now knew that the crawlers carried a venom capable of putting even a Kymari in hospital.

He looked down each row, but didn’t enter the tight space. That seemed like a wise choice in my opinion. I turned my head as half a dozen people entered the room with weapons and odd equipment. One of them came over to Taureen and said, “The air vents had special covers, and we checked all of the front rooms. If there is anything here, then chances are that it is in this room.”

Taureen didn’t look surprised. “I suspect that it is in that section of the room.”

The man glanced to where he pointed and turned to gesture at several of the others with him. Moments later, sophisticated robots rolled down the aisles while those controlling them watched the video feed.

“Got a crawler cocoon.”

The man looked towards the row in question. “Bring it out.”

It wasn’t long before the rover rolled out with an odd object in its grabbers. I snarled at the sight of the dark grey cocoon. Several glanced over at my reaction before turning back towards the cocoon. One of the Kymari walked forward and grabbed it before dropping it into what looked like a metal cooler with glass peep holes on the front. 

He closed the lid and hit a button. I saw fire roll around inside, once the fire went out, all that remained was black ashes. It was dead. I took a deep breath to try and calm down as the rage faded. I shook myself until my scales tinkled.

Taureen’s companion was standing beside us, and he commented to Taureen, “Looks like our little experiment paid off. We would have never known that thing was there until it emerged and attacked someone.”

Taureen glanced at me as I was now sitting fairly calmly on his shoulder, “So it seems. Let’s keep going then.”

He investigated every room in the building, but it was all clear. Several buildings later, I yawned and laid down on his shoulder again. It looks like he had been waiting to see if I would detect a crawler or a sicora. They have their answer, which may not be a good thing for me. I wonder why their technology is unable to locate the creatures? Then again, it doesn’t seem to locate my friends in the park either.

The rest of the day was uneventful, and I sighed in relief as Taureen started to head back. I gazed down the now-familiar street and tilted my head as I noticed someone sitting on a bench outside the apartment entrance. Normally, someone resting on a bench wasn’t unusual, but this person stood out.

A mere glance told me that he was old. His still-muscled body had thickened with age, and his skin had the light grey streaks that appeared only towards the end of the Kymari lifespan. He was an Elder. As we walked down the path, I noticed the large green gem on the signet ring he wore on his right hand, signifying that this Elder was on the Council of Elders. That group more or less set the policies that governed the entire city.

Taureen approached the apartment entrance, looking at the Elder in curiosity and respect. The Elder stood up and walked towards us. Taureen paused and bowed slightly, causing me to shift my weight backwards a bit to avoid falling off. “Elder.” 

It was a term of deference that all Kymari used when talking with the Elders, whose age they respected. This powerful man made me uneasy. The Elder nodded and openly examined me. “Interesting friend you have. I have heard a fair bit about what you have done. It is rather interesting that the fire lizards react violently towards sicora, and yet are not aggressive to Kymari.”

He focused his sharp gaze on Taureen, for which I was thankful. Elders were sharp and experienced. “I would advise you to keep her and continue training her. I will give you leave to become a fire lizard handler to aid in the detection of the sicora and crawlers both within the city and on incoming trade ships.”

Taureen bowed his head, his voice sounded grateful. “Thank you, Elder.”

The Elder simply nodded before turning and walking away slowly. Taureen stood there for some time watching him leave. Eventually, he turned and went inside. My head was whirling as I ran the short conversation through my mind over and over. The little I understood of Kymari society was confirmed by my blood memories. 

The suggestion of any Elder was to be carefully considered. A recommendation from one on the Council of Elders was almost law, although his wording had given Taureen the option to accept or decline. Taureen’s words may have been formal and respectful, but his body language showed that he appreciated the offer. This could turf those release plans that they had been working on…

Taureen removed my harness, and I flew over to the heat lamp. I wanted more time to mull over what had just happened. He had simply thanked the Elder. Did that mean that he had accepted or that he was going to think about the offer? I wasn’t sure.

The door rang, and Taureen let Alec in. Taureen told Alec about the crawler cocoon and the encounter with the Elder. I eavesdropped shamelessly.

Alec looked surprised.  “Well, that is a huge promotion for you. It isn’t often that they offer to officially designate someone as a handler. Sure, there are dozens of various animal handlers out there, but rarely do the Elders recognize one with a designation. You must have impressed him.”

Taureen was looking somewhat excited as he replied, “I was quite surprised by his offer. Clearing ships and areas of sicora is a more useful career path than a regular guard.”

Alec grinned at his friend. “Well, congratulations then. I guess you had better let him know tomorrow morning. He might think you are hasty if you send your response before then.”

Taureen chuckled in agreement. “That was the only reason I didn’t accept on the spot. Have you managed to get close to the wild ones yet? If I am going to keep her, I am going to need a better understanding of their habits in the wild.”

My heart dropped. He did plan on accepting, and he had the support of an Elder to boot. I guess I had better work on my escape plans then. This wasn’t going to be easy. I had already investigated the window, but had been unable to find out how it opened. 

The main door gave me similar issues. Others may be able to open it easily, but the control panel would not respond to me. Trying to deal with advanced technology was like pulling teeth when attempting to get out of a spot that they didn’t want you to get out of. 

Alec sighed at Taureen’s question. He replied, “No, they are as elusive as ever. We see them singing in the morning and then they disappear. Of course, they are flying, so it is impossible to track them. Two more fledglings have joined the flock, but they can already fly well enough to get above the trees when following their parents.”

“Please keep trying.”

Alec nodded with determination. 

I hoped that he was unsuccessful.


Chapter 27

            

The next day involved walking again, but we didn’t find anything. That evening, Alec arrived with Soranto and Tkael. I regarded their excitement with disgust. They were far too happy for Taureen’s promotion.

Soranto sat in a chair. “Did you hear that the Elders passed a new law? The fire lizards are now protected by law. No one can harm them, and no one can capture them without the approval of an Elder. They are hoping that the population will keep growing.”

Alec was fiddling with some grey object in his hands and didn’t look up as he commented, “They also asked several others to help me observe them since they are being so elusive. We are keeping an eye out for any abandoned youngsters or any with injuries. If we come across one that we think is sick or might not survive in the wild, we are to catch it. The Elders will examine each one before assigning a handler.”

Tkael looked surprised. “Every fire lizard handler must be designated?”

Alec absently replied, “Yes. They are protected by law, so the Elders have to officially make someone a handler to bypass the part of the law that prevents people from capturing them, thus allowing the handler to keep that fire lizard in captivity.”

“That makes sense. They must have had this in mind for some time, which would explain why the Elder offered the position to Taureen.”

This wasn’t a new idea then. At least the others couldn’t be killed on a whim or out of hand, so they were mostly safe. Unless they fell ill or got injured, and luckily we hadn’t had any problems with illness so far. 

If I could get loose, they would likely have a hard time telling me apart from the other gold dragonets. If I understood this law correctly, unless they were certain that it was me, they would be unable to try and catch the dragonet they were watching. Or that was my new hope at any rate.

It is really too bad that I didn’t manage to escape last week. All of my attempts had been foiled, despite numerous attempts. I was unable to open windows or doors, and the harness and leash had been built specifically to prevent my escape.

Alec stood up. “Okay. It is ready.”

Taureen leaned over to pick me up, and I snorted at him. He held me in his arms and carefully pinned my feet and body. I was getting nervous, unsure of what they were doing. I tried to squirm free, but I was effectively pinned.

Alec came closer with the silver object in his hand. He reached towards me, and I hissed at him. My hands were pinned, so I couldn’t take a swipe at him. I felt him touch a spot just above my hind leg. Then it felt like a mosquito bit me. I hissed and struggled futilely. 

Backing up, Alec said, “There, the tracker bead is in place. If she is on this planet, you can track her from anywhere. If she is on a spaceship, you can track her if you are on it or near it. If you have a map uploaded into your wrist com, it can show you exactly where she is and how to get to her. The battery in it should last at least twenty years. It will send low battery warnings when it gets to 10%.”

My heart dropped. A tracker? I felt a wave of despair flow over me. There was no chance of escape now…

Taureen nodded and put me back under the heat lamp where I automatically curled up in my shock. “Thanks. I have no idea what their lifespan is like. Is it easy to replace the tracker if needed?”

Alec took his seat again. “Yes. It is just beneath the skin. It can be removed as easily as it was inserted. It is flat, so it won’t cause any discomfort either. Just take care the next few days if you press on that spot since it might be a bit sore.”

My mind was in shock. All of my hopes of the potential release attempt, which had only been days away, were now gone. Even if I did escape, they would find me easily. What did I do in life to deserve this?

With a heavy heart, I mindlinked Drake. “Sounds like there has been a change of plans.”

I felt his concern. “What happened?”

“Apparently the group in power decided that I was too useful to let go since I was already in captivity. The good news is that you guys are mostly protected now.”

I felt his shock. He had not expected either of those details and inquired,“What do you mean?”

“No one can harm you or catch you without authorization from an Elder. However, they do have leave to catch any youngsters that they think are abandoned or anyone who is injured or may have difficulties managing in the wild.”

I felt him trying to absorb the facts. He eventually asked, “I suspect that they are going to be trying harder to monitor us then?”

“Yes.”

“Then I am much too uneasy to remain in this location like a sitting duck. Since you aren’t being released, what is the best way to get to the park by the wall unnoticed?”

I took a slow breath and gave him every tip and piece of information I had. When we had worked out every detail, I wished him the best of luck with his trip. He left the mindlink as he went to figure out how many were interested in such a trip.

I focused my attention back on those in the room. They were going over various ideas on things to train me to do and the best way to go about it.

“I know you didn’t name her since she was originally going to be released. Have you thought of a name?”

Taureen shook his head slowly. “Not yet. I thought of a few, but none seem to fit her. I will keep thinking until I find the proper one.”

After a while, his friends left, and Taureen brought out the cleaning supplies and oil. I came over for a cleaning; there was not much sense being so stubborn at this point. It would just leave me itchy and dirty. Besides, he had always waited me out before, and he had new incentive now. It wasn’t a battle I was going to win.

I lay on his lap, half asleep, as he massaged the oil in. He spoke to me, “Alec does have a good point. You don’t have a name yet. I can’t seem to think of one that suits you.” He hummed lightly while thinking.

He finished, and I went back to the heat lamp. He tested out the new tracker application on his wrist computer. I was disgusted to see that it was able to pinpoint my exact location as well as how high above the ground I was. So much for hoping that it was defective. 

Then again, I had never heard of their technology ever being defective. It took a lot of abuse before damage would affect it. The abuse would probably need to be sufficient enough to shatter my bones before it would affect the tracking chip. Just my rotten luck…



       I woke in the middle of the night and yawned. I was still bothered by the fact that my card to freedom had been snatched so suddenly from my grasp. I glanced at Taureen’s open door, although he was fast asleep. I was worried about which name he would pick out for me. I liked my name, to get used to being called by another name would be like being… not me.

I narrowed my eyes in thought. I must be crazy. I can’t see how this could possibly work. I concentrated on Taureen and gently pushed with my mind. I carefully shielded all of my emotions and any information that might follow the words. I spoke softly into his sleeping mind, “Call her Tasha.”

I had no idea if it would actually work. We had never tried to talk to anyone other than another dragonet with direct mindspeech, and no other creature or race had ever noticed our general mindlink. He stirred a bit, and I quickly dropped my head as I feigned sleep. I wasn’t sure if he actually woke up or not since he didn’t move again. 

Could he have possibly heard my mindvoice? The fact that he had moved in his sleep might mean so. The thought of that made me shiver since I couldn’t exactly get goosebumps. Perhaps it was a good thing that I don’t shout out my mental insults… 

Sleep was a long time in coming.


Chapter 28





I was confused when Taureen entered a house during our patrol. Other than apartment hallways, we never entered residential buildings. He walked into each room and down every hallway in the six-room house. The house had a faint smell of dust, and it had no personal belongings.

He went out the back door, and I looked around the spacious area. I was quite impressed; the backyard was probably bigger than the house with lots of shrubs and plants. I gazed up at the fence, it enclosed the entire back yard with a steel mesh that had openings the size of my hand.

I saw a perch on the side of the house, showing that the previous owner had likely kept large birds like eagles. Taureen looked at me as I examined the yard. He said, “You will get a chance to fly around in here later. We are moving here in two days.”

I had to carefully control my reaction, which was to turn my head and stare at him in shock. Such an action could easily give away the fact that I could understand him. Moving here? That will be quite a step up in the world.

*      *      *





I glanced over as the doorbell rang, but didn’t move. Alec and Soranto entered the apartment. Soranto paused as he entered. “Just how did that happen?”

Taureen responded in a dry voice, “I blame it on a training attempt gone wrong.”

I glanced down at Taureen in curiosity from where I laid on top of his head. I knew he was not happy about my choice of perch, but he was tolerating it.

Alec shook his head as he sat down. “Just what were you trying to get her to do?”

“Nothing actually; we had recently finished a training session that involved her jumping from my arm to my shoulder and to other objects. Several minutes afterwards, she just decided to fly over and use my head as a perch. Luckily, she hasn’t used her claws.”

Soranto looked confused. “So why don’t you just get her to go onto your fist to get her off?”

Taureen sighed. “She very rarely comes voluntarily unless I have something she really wants. This is the first time she has ever come on her own power without me doing anything to entice her over.”

I was somewhat amused. I had actually done it to see if I could annoy him. I hadn’t realized how he saw the situation. He thought he was making progress. I suppressed a snicker at the thought. 

I had also been curious to see what his hair felt like; it just seemed so different from my old hair. The black strands were straight and as thick as a piece of spaghetti. His hair was so smooth that it was actually slippery. It was soft and almost silky as it slid against my scales.

I stretched out a bit more so that my claws dangled over his forehead as I leaned my head down. I tilted my head innocently to the side as I looked at his face.

“If she bites your nose, you are never going to live that down.” I raised my head to regard Soranto. For some reason, he always seemed to expect the worst from me. Although I must admit that I have given him plenty of incentive. He has been scratched more times than all of the rest of them put together with his attempts to pet me.

He watched me warily as he said, “Taureen… I am not liking how that pet of yours is looking at me.”

Taureen chuckled, and I leaned to the side, allowing myself to slide towards his shoulder. My hands hit the shoulder pad easily while the rest of my body slid down to rest in the dip between his shoulder and the back of the couch. He sighed in relief when I didn’t dig in my claws during my intentional slide.

Alec cleared his throat. “Uh, Taureen. We might have a problem.”

Taureen immediately focused on his friend. “What kind of problem?”

Alec said, “The last two mornings, roughly half of the flock did not show up. It has been the same individuals that were missing both times. We have gone through every video and account we could locate. On rare occasions, one fire lizard will fail to show up one morning, but never more than three, and never two mornings in a row.”

Taureen frowned in concern. “What could have happened? Is there any sign of them in the park?”

Alec looked frustrated. “We have no idea, and we had almost forty people scouring the park this morning, and as far as we can tell, they are not there. We see no sign of them, and we were looking closely in case they somehow got injured or are ill.”

I blinked slowly and realized that Drake must have left the very night that I had given him the directions. “Drake, how did your trip go?”

I felt his surprise as he replied, “How did you know that we left already?”

Humor laced my voice. “There are dozens of people who are somewhat distressed that half of the flock has disappeared into thin air. Your favorite stalker is currently beside himself with worry.”

“Tell them to give up already. I am beginning to know how those Hollywood stars must have felt. You really can’t go anywhere without people trying to spot you, and if they do spot you, then they stare as they try to figure out what you are doing.”

I yawned and gave a warbling and chirping noise, which earned me some odd looks. I snorted and laid my head down on Taureen’s shoulder. “Well, I tried to tell them. All I got was some odd looks. I guess they don’t speak dragonet.”

With a sense of amusement, he replied,“I never really doubted that fact. I am also getting the sense that you are somewhat bored and you are just being goofy. I await the day that they tire of your idea of fun and throw you out the window.”

My mindvoice had quieted. “I highly doubt that will ever happen.”

I felt his wordless apology, and I sent a sense of forgiveness down the link. We both fell silent.

Alec sounded curious. “What was that about?”

Taureen shrugged with one shoulder to avoid disturbing me. “No idea. She rarely vocalizes apart from her morning singing. Until just now, all the sounds were provoked ones. Hisses, growls, and the like.”

Tilting his head in thought, Alec said, “Considering that the chicks are not showing up in a noticeable pattern, there doesn’t seem to be a set mating season. Is it possible that she is going into season? She seems more friendly and is vocalizing in ways that we haven’t seen before.”

I wrinkled my nose. They obviously knew nothing about the dragonet’s reproductive cycle. They have no right to stick their noses into it either. At least that was one thing that I didn’t have to worry about. 

We didn’t seem to have such cycles. The choice to have children was a deliberate one, and that decision was what set things in motion. I can’t even imagine bringing a child into a life of captivity. They would never have a chance at freedom.

Taureen considered it and shook his head. “I don’t think that is it. Ever since I became a handler, she has been with me constantly. Even if she did go into season, I wouldn’t consider breeding her at this point. She is just starting to settle down, and I don’t want to imagine what would happen if we triggered her maternal instincts.”

Soranto winced at that thought. “That is a very good point. She probably wouldn’t even let me into the room if she had young in here.”

I was amused by his reaction. Soranto always expected the worst from me, although I did seem to hiss at him more readily than the others. He was persistent and never gave up testing the waters to see if I would let him get closer than I had last time.

Alec replied, “That is probably for the best. Have you settled on a name for her yet? We can’t just keep referring to her as ‘her’ or ‘she’.”

Taureen looked considerate. “One name keeps coming back to me. It wasn’t one of my first choices, but it is fairly unique. Tasha.”

I stilled in surprise. Alec said, “That is quite unique. Just like her. At least she won’t be flying off if someone else calls their pet.”

I squirmed internally; his words could only mean that he had heard my mindvoice. I just hoped that he hadn’t figured out where the sourceless voice had come from. Hopefully, he thought it was part of a dream. 

Alec glanced at a few moving boxes which were lined up along the one wall. “How do you think she will handle that move tomorrow morning?”

Taureen didn’t look concerned as he replied, “I think she will settle down in a day or so. It will give her much more room, and I am hoping that it will help her relax a bit more.”

They discussed the move that was happening tomorrow. I could only think of one thing though. I wonder if there is a hole in that fence somewhere…


Chapter 29

            

I dipped and spun in the complicated patterns of the Morning Song. My wing was up to such exercise now, and this outdoor garden run was large enough to allow the display. Taureen was watching and recording me. I also noticed that a few people had stopped along the sidewalk to watch as well.

I couldn’t really care though; the Morning Song demanded my attention. As always, the Morning Song came to an end, and I banked away from where I had held my aerial display. I landed near a berry bush and searched it for ripe berries. Two were ripe. 

It annoyed me that Taureen still insisted on handfeeding me. This house was no easier to escape from than the apartment had been. All of the windows had sturdy metal screens on them, and the doors had a key pad that wouldn’t respond to me. 

There was no hole or weak spot in the fence. I had even dug down almost twice my length, but had not found the bottom of the mesh fencing. I had quickly filled in that hole before Taureen spotted it.

I noticed that Taureen had gone inside. He probably had the cleaning supplies out as he usually did at this time. I flew over to a small door built into the wall, it was my own personal cat door, so I could go in and out as I pleased. I found it interesting that the house was set up more for me than for Taureen.

I flew into the living room. The setup of this room was almost exactly like his previous one. Furniture sat against the walls while facing a central coffee table. He had secured various perches to the walls, and there was one table in front of the large window with a tray of sand on it, as well as a corner table with the heat lamp above a second sand tray.

I glanced down the hallway, but at the moment, the rooms were all closed off. At night, Taureen left his door open, otherwise they were always closed. I had snuck into them while investigating the first day; one held his weapons and armor, one was being used for storage, one was his bedroom, one was the bathroom, and the other two were empty. 

Taureen was on his usual couch waiting for me. I flew over and landed beside him before walking onto his lap so he would use the scouring pad in his hand. I halfway closed my eyes as he scrubbed my scales gently.

We had been in this house for about a week, and Taureen was taking his role as a handler seriously. He had increased my training time by a considerable amount. I was always with him if he left the house, much like a service animal. My harness had some odd pattern marked on it now, possibly reflecting my new status at Taureen’s side.

I hummed lightly as he oiled and massaged my back. I could see myself slowly decreasing my resistance as the days wore on. One could only fight for so long before small details became the norm. I no longer balked at getting my scales scrubbed. I do still have issues with being handfed though.

Taureen finished oiling my scales and simply petted me. On a whim, I rolled upside down and gently gripped his hand in my forepaws before kicking my back legs gently. I mouthed his wrist in a parody of play. I really missed wrestling and playing with the other dragonets.

I kept my claws fully retracted and was careful with them since my claws would pierce his skin easier than dragonet scales. He watched me with curiosity before moving his hand a bit and tickling my stomach with two of his fingers.

I squeaked and kicked a bit faster while gently chewing on the offending fingers. After a few minutes, I tired of it and rolled over to shake my scales out. Taureen picked up the harness from the table and put it on me. 

I didn’t even bother with a token protest at this point. It hadn’t made a difference before, and it got me out of house. At least I got to see something new every day. Taureen held out his hand, and I stepped up without the command. 

He clipped the leash on my harness before holding me up to his shoulder. I was used to the drill and hopped up on the shoulder pad. He left the house and went to meet our usual two companions. I had found out that their names were Tran and Vick.

Taureen really didn’t care what I did on the shoulder pad, as long as I stayed on his shoulders. I preferred to lie down, and I suspected that it made others wonder about my lazy appearance. It didn’t fool Taureen or our two companions though.

During the last week, we had stumbled across another crawler in a building as well as a young sicora on an incoming trading ship. The appearance of the creatures had the Kymari worried. They weren’t supposed to be on this planet, and they weren’t sure where the planet-bound crawler had come from. 

We exited another trading ship, which was now cleared for landing. The man in charge of the docking area greeted Taureen before discussing several ships he was expecting this week. He wanted certain ones inspected due to where they were coming from. The man said, “I can’t wait for the day until there are enough trained fire lizards to check every inbound ship coming to this city.”

With a nod of agreement, Taureen said, “I suspect that we will see that in the next decade or so since it will only take two or three fire lizards to manage that. Although it will probably take several centuries before every city on this planet has such protection.”

I hoped that day was long in coming. It was bad enough that I was being kept captive, but I knew it was only a matter of time until another dragonet got injured seriously enough that outside help was needed. We weren’t the largest animals in the park and aerial blunders were always a possibility.

The man agreed with Taureen and went back to his work. We continued down the street and into more buildings. 

Later that afternoon, we hitched a ride on a hover vehicle. I turned and spotted Alec down the street as he waved at us. He jogged over and looked relieved to see us. “We found the other fire lizards.”

It immediately caught Taureen’s attention, as well as mine. Taureen asked, “Where? Are they all right?”

I raised my head higher in surprise, waiting impatiently for Alec’s response. They had found Drake and his group? Drake hadn’t mentioned anything to me last night when he had mindlinked me for our daily conversation. 

“Yesterday, a wall guard on top of the north wall thought he saw a glimpse of red in the park along the wall and mentioned it to us. This morning, I took about twenty volunteers and we thoroughly searched that park while the sun was rising. We managed to find them dancing as they usually do at that time. We kept our distance and tried to stay out of sight as we did a head count and compared pictures. Every single one that was missing is accounted for.”

Taureen paused, clearly confused. He asked, “What are they doing in that park? How did they even get over there?”

Alec shrugged. “We have no idea. All we know is that they are there now, and that all of them seem fine from what we could see.”

“Did they see you?”

Alec made a face as he replied, “We hope not, but we aren’t sure. They aren’t any easier to spot or follow in that park. The forest is denser there, and the ravine runs through it, so the terrain also complicates things slightly.”

I blinked in surprise. “Hey Drake, are you aware that you had an audience this morning?”

I felt his shock in his reply. “What?!”

“Someone managed to video you this morning. They are quite relieved that they have accounted for every missing individual. You have seriously confused them by going to that park though.”

He growled some rather unflattering words before sighing. “So much for that plan. I am tempted to head back to the main park now that they have discovered us. I miss the company of the others. There is safety in numbers as well.”

I considered the matter. “We know that they will be trying to watch you now. You might try searching around as if looking for something, and throwing in some odd behavior, before heading back. Perhaps we can keep them searching for that mystery plant we supposedly need. Anything that throws them off balance and makes them reluctant to try and drag us into captivity would be a good thing.”

I felt his agreement and determination to confuse his spectators. “We can definitely do that and increase our searching over several days before leaving. Perhaps it will add some leverage to you getting your freedom.”

I sighed slightly in resignation. “I can hope, but it is highly doubtful since I am not ill. The fact that we can scent those sicora means that they will never forget about us at this point.”

“Well, I see someone skulking around in the distance. Let’s see what I can do to confuse them in the meantime.”

“Take care.” The mindlink faded out as Alec and Taureen kept walking. 

We reached our house and went inside; Alec joined Taureen in the living room, discussing how much progress I had been making lately. Taureen removed my harness and used a bit of fruit to bribe me into doing most of the commands he had been teaching me. I went from his hand, to his shoulder, and to various objects. I sat and came when called along with a few other simple commands.

I cooperated, but both of them could tell that I was not entirely thrilled about it. Alec said, “Pretty good considering you have only had her for a few months and she was wild at the beginning. I wonder… Tasha, to fist.” 

He held up his arm the same way Taureen had, but I snorted in derision at him. It was bad enough listening to Taureen. I am not a dog… Alec dropped his arm back to his side before saying, “Tasha, Sit.”

I remained standing on Taureen’s shoulder, watching him with narrowed eyes. Taureen turned his head to look at me as he held up his hand. He said, “To fist.” Just to irk Alec, I jumped onto Taureen’s hand. “Tasha, Sit.”

It wasn’t the easiest to sit on his wrist, but I still dropped my rear end down, digging my claws into his glove for balance. The look on Alec’s face was more than worth it. Taureen seemed to find it quite hilarious that I would ignore someone else’s commands.

Alec shook his head. “Well, it looks like Tasha is a one person fire lizard. This makes me wonder if the others will behave in a similar manner. Whoever becomes a handler will have to be prepared to do all of the work.”

Taureen said, “That does make things quite difficult if I have to go off-world for some reason. She won’t be able to follow me to many places due to the atmospheric differences. Even if she remained on the spaceship, malfunctions do happen, and I am not sure how she would handle zero gravity.”

Alec shrugged without much concern. “I doubt they would allow her off-world without the Elders’ approval. It will likely be centuries before they even consider it when the population is so small. They won’t risk any of them.”

Well, that was one good point. I had no idea what we would do if they started scattering us across the galaxies. Alec pressed a few buttons on his wrist comm before commenting, “It looks like they spotted another crawler outside of the wall. This is making me wonder if there is a hive somewhere out there.”

Taureen was silent for some time. “That would explain the sudden appearance of the creatures. It is rare for them to establish a hive, especially on a newly-colonized planet. You may want to mention that to Leo. He can send a few scouts out to see if they can find any signs.”

Alec nodded before changing the subject. 


Chapter 30





I crawled under a bush and nibbled on a few sweet leaves before continuing on. As I suspected, my long exploration leash got hung up on something. Taureen freed it as he followed me. This particular leash was long enough for me to fly somewhat with it.

I scampered all over the park, making sure to nibble things here and there. Drake’s plan seemed to be working well. They had noticed that the fire lizards seemed to be searching for something intensely the last week. They were trying to keep a close eye on the situation, but failing due to Drake’s group playing shy.

I wondered if they realized that Drake had returned to the main park last night. I climbed up a tree with hundreds of small branches, thoroughly tangling the leash. Taureen never seemed to get exasperated as he untangling it, regardless of how often it got stuck, snagged, or tangled. He clipped a second leash onto my harness before he undid the first one and untangled it.

I thoroughly enjoyed the outings to this tiny park. It would be better without the harness and leash, but beggars couldn’t be fussy. After several hours, Taureen placed me on his shoulder as he put the shorter leash on me. 

I nuzzled his chin as a thank you for taking me to the park. He hummed lightly at my action. I was amused at his attempt to replicate the hum that the dragonets made when content. He walked slowly down the sidewalk.

I lifted my head and shifted my weight as I recognized the building we were approaching it. We entered the veterinary building, and there were two people with animals walking through the main lobby. I wasn’t sure what the one was; the creature resembled a small bear, although it was covered in feathers instead of fur. 

The other animal was a large non-native bird that I knew very well from the park. It was a type that we often chased out of the main park. The Kymari had it on his wrist with ankle jesses. The bird saw me and flared its wings with a screech, obviously recognizing me for what I was. I wonder which dragonet chased this one?

I tilted my head innocently as I watched its negative reaction. Heads turned towards the hawk-like creature as it made its opinion of my presence known. It plainly did not want to be anywhere near me. Taureen moved to the side of the room, using his body to block the bird’s view of me while its owner tried to calm it down and leave the room. 

Taureen turned his head to examine me before glancing back at the still-panicking bird. It was pretty worked up, so it must have been chased several times by dragonets for such a reaction. He went down a hallway before meeting the vet who had taken the cast off my wing. She guided us into an examination room.

I gazed around uneasily, not entirely sure why I was here. Taureen got me to go onto his arm, before gently opening up my recovered wing. The lady came forward, and I pinned my ear tufts back but didn’t growl or hiss. She gently touched and examined my wing as she said, “Looks like it has recovered fully, is she having any problems with it?”

Taureen shook his head. “Not that I can tell. It seems just as strong and flexible as her other wing at this point.”

“Any other concerns?”

Taureen slowly nodded. “I had word not that long ago that the wild group left the other park last night and returned to the central park. Observers said that they looked like they were searching for something the last week with increasing activity. I am concerned that there may be a dietary requirement that we might not be meeting. She seems healthy as far as I can tell.”

The vet said, “I will grab a blood sample and compare it to the one we took when we put her wing in a cast. If she is missing something, it will show up, and then we can locate whatever food has it in high concentrations.”

She went to a cabinet and pulled out something that looked like a handle with a tiny suction cup attached. She came back, and I pinned my ear tufts again with a growl. I always had a standing grudge against needles, and even if I didn’t recognize this instrument, I knew that it would pierce my hide to get to my blood. She watched my reaction before saying, “You should probably pin her.”

Moments later, I was firmly pinned in Taureen’s arms. My claws dug into the glove on his arm, but, of course, my claws didn’t pierce it. I noticed that he made sure my head was facing away from both of them, just in case. I felt something press on the upper section of my hind leg before a small prick made me squeak in alarm. 

My struggling did no good, so I gave up while chittering in irritation. The vet finished within seconds, and Taureen released me. I climbed up his shirt and onto his shoulder pad while rustling and rearranging my wings in disapproval. For some odd reason, it felt like I had been betrayed.

Taureen left the clinic and headed to the house. He removed my harness, and I sullenly retreated into the garden. Despite my foul mood, it halfway amused me to note that the recently added plants were ones that I had nibbled on in the tiny park.

Out of spite, I pulled half of the leaves off of one bush before shredding and burying them in numerous locations in the garden. I crawled underneath some sort of dense vine, trying to pretend that I wasn’t stuck inside of a fence. I glanced over and blinked to ensure that my eyes weren’t playing tricks on me. You have got to be kidding me…

The mirage didn’t disappear. The back gate in the fence hadn’t been shut tight. I glanced towards the house, but Taureen wasn’t visible in any of the windows. I crept forward with my excitement building. I bunted the door with my nose, and it opened a bit more. 

I am so out of here. I had at least two hours before supper, which would be when Taureen would discover my absence. I had an idea on how to get rid of the tracker, but I needed help. I pushed the door open and quickly exited before taking to the air.

I pushed for speed, reveling in the feeling of the air flowing over my scales. The city held no fear for me anymore, and I easily navigated my path while staying out of sight. “Drake, where are you?”

“Near that big rock by the strawberry patch. Why?” 

Excellent. He was on the closer side of the park. I said,“I just escaped and need a favor.”

I felt his excitement. “You got away?! Awesome! What kind of favor?”

I hadn’t told anyone about my hitchhiker yet. “I have a tracker bead underneath my skin that I have to get rid of before they realize I am missing.”

He sounded baffled as he replied, “How am I supposed to help with that?”

“It is just beneath the surface, and your claws need to make a tiny cut to get it out. I doubt I can manage it myself due to where it is located.”

“How close are you?”

“About five minutes away at this point.”





      I flew into the clearing and saw Drake, as well as half a dozen others, who were waiting excitedly. I dove towards them with a joyful trilling greeting. They rose on wing as we flew around one another in a happy reunion.

I landed on the rock and rubbed my hand over the scales on my back, just above my leg. I could feel the tiny tracker bead as a small bump under my skin. I pointed to a spot and glanced at Drake. “It is right here. I can feel it.”

He gave me a dubious looked before walking closer. “Are you sure you want me to do this?”

I nodded. He took a deep breath and carefully extended one of his claws pressing the sharp weapon against my scales. I winced and my claws dug into the surface of the rock, but I held still as he pierced the scales and sliced through my skin. Seconds painfully ticked by as I gritted my teeth to avoid making a sound of pain. 

“I found it.” His voice was somewhat shocked.

I glanced back and noted that the small cut in my skin was bleeding slightly, but my eyes were drawn to a shiny object in Drake’s claws. I turned around to inspect it. It was smaller than I had expected, barely the size of a pinhead.

He shook his head as he got over his surprise. He said, “You head over to the small pond by that fallen oak tree and wash up while I drop this thing in the creek. I hope that it washes downstream and leads them on a wild goose chase.”

I spread my wings, ignoring the small pang of pain in my leg as I jumped into the air, “Thanks. Meet you over there.”

I was free. 


Chapter 31





Several of us headed to the far side of the park since we knew that it was only a matter of time until someone came looking for me. Amanda was overjoyed to see me, and I greeted her with a nose bump against her shoulder while she draped her wing over my back in a sign of friendship. 

I was shocked at how big her children had grown. I exclaimed, “What happened to the day-old nestlings that I helped feed?!”

Amanda chuckled while the two fledglings that were quarter my size wrestled with one another on the grass nearby. “They got bigger.”

I shook my head, still trying to get over their growth spurt. “I’ll say.”

A mindvoice interrupted us, “We have a dozen Kymari moving fast through the park.”

I inquired, “Is Taureen among the group?”

“I can’t tell one Kymari apart from another. One has shoulder pads and a hawking glove though.” He sent a mental image of the group.

I shifted uneasily, glad that I was on the other side of the park. “That’s him.”

“I highly advise anyone with a gold hide to make themselves scarce. They look like they are on a mission.”

I swiftly followed Drake and Amanda deeper into the trees.





       I went to the creek and thoroughly enjoyed a sand and water bath. Drake found my antics entertaining and he teased me, “What? They didn’t have a river with soft sand running through that backyard?”

I grinned at him and shook so that water droplets hit him. He snorted and used his wing to splash me. After a brief water fight, our small group reclined on the rocks, enjoying the evening sun.

It had been a long time since I had heard the whispers of the general mindlink in the back of my head. Most were in this area since so many Kymari were on a search on the other side of the park. It was unusual to hear so many voices apart from our morning gatherings.

One lady spoke, “Tasha, can you tell us  exactly what happened while you were gone? If one of us gets caught, it might be best to have an idea of what to expect.”

Others raised their voices in agreement, wanting to know the true full story. I slowly agreed and spoke over the general mindlink, going over what had happened each day.

*      *      *





As much as I wanted to join the flock in the Morning Song, I knew that Taureen would be watching them to see if I appeared. I went to the other side of the park to sing alone. It felt somewhat strange to know that I wasn’t joining the others, but I was happy to put up with it.

After the song ended, I flew some distance away and landed in a tree to pluck a piece of fruit. I sunk my teeth into the thick skin and peeled it off to get at the fruit within. I finished my breakfast and took a quick bath before settling down to sunbathe. 

After lunch, I flew carefully above the trees. Kymari were still roaming the park in unusually high numbers. I perched on a branch high in a tree and gazed across the treetops. I was surprised that no one had come to keep me company or visit with me. I thought about visiting some of them, but most were too close to the walking paths for my peace of mind. I felt a bit lonely.

Oddly enough, I was also bored. I thought I had been bored most of the time when I had been with Taureen, but this was a different kind of boredom. One could only bathe, eat, and sleep so much. I simply couldn’t figure out how I had sunbathed for half a day in the past so easily.

I shook my head to dismiss the thoughts. I unfolded my wings and dropped off the branch before letting the air open my wings and level out my flight. Being able to fly freely still brought me great delight. I had seriously missed that.





       I opened an eye and whistled a greeting as Drake and his mate joined me at this sunbathing location. Not many places got full sun this late in the evening.  One of his fledglings sniffed the air before asking, “How long until the smell of that oil wears off of you?”

Drake growled and swatted him with a wing for his blunt question. With a shrug, I replied, “I am not sure. Possibly a couple of days.”

The twins took off to play upstream while Drake and his mate spread their wings in the sun. Drake’s quiet voice entered my mind. “Your story spooked quite a few people last night.”

I glanced over at him. “It wasn’t exactly fun for me to re-tell it. They asked for the unadorned truth and pried details out of me that I would have rather not shared.”

He sighed. “I know, but now many of them seem uneasy around you. As if you had something that was contagious.”

“I noticed that, which wasn’t hard considering that I spent all day alone. I am hoping that their avoidance fades.”

He fell silent as we dozed in the sun. It was less lonely with company. He seemed to feel a bit guilty now, realizing that he had also unintentionally avoided me all day as he visited with the others. We parted ways as the sun began to set. 

I was surprised to find that my old home was untouched. At least I won’t have to ask someone to let me stay at their place. 


Chapter 32





The Morning Song didn’t feel quite right. I danced and sang as I normally did, but something was missing, and I couldn’t quite pinpoint what it was. It left me feeling unbalanced. I headed off to bathe and get a bite to eat. I was saddened by the fact that no one joined me; they remained in areas with the better fruit trees, which were closer to the paths.

I curled up on a cliff ledge, feeling more out of sorts now than I had before. I had never been left unsettled by the Morning Song. It was as if a piece of the puzzle was missing. I had never felt like this before, and it confused me.

I spent the rest of the day by the creek. Alone. It hurt. I had never truly been alone before. I had never gone more than quarter of a day without seeing someone. The entire day slowly passed by, and I still had not seen anyone by the time the sun was approaching the horizon. I didn’t even have much of an appetite, but I knew my stomach would wake me during the night if I didn’t eat before heading to sleep.

I spread my wings and weaved aimlessly between the branches. I landed on a branch and sniffed the air. I would know that scent anywhere… I quietly flew upwind while tracking the faint odor. I silently perched up in a tree as I found the one I was tracking. Others may be unable to identify individual Kymari on sight, but after so long in their world, I could even tell them apart by scent.

Taureen sat alone on a bench by the edge of a pond, watching the ripples on the water. He had no hawk glove or shoulder pads. His posture spoke of terrible grief. 

I blinked slowly at his obvious anguish. He had put a ton of effort into trying to get me to establish a bond with him, and I wondered if he had realized before my disappearance that his efforts had also succeeded in causing him to form a close bond with me.

I slowly sat on the branch and took a hard look at the long view of the future. I could turn and fly away now, and he would never be the wiser. I could hide out here, free and in control of my own schedule. 

Forever skulking around in fear of someone glimpsing me, while being ostracized by my friends.

Or…

Or I could go back and help hunt down sicora. 

My grandfather had once told me that humans needed to have a purpose in life. Without that purpose, people slowed down and became a shell of their former self. He claimed that having a purpose in life was the reason that he was hale and healthy at the age of 97 when so many who retired went downhill swiftly.

There were pieces in both lives that I detested. I thought hard about them and sighed as I came to my conclusion. In the end, only one path could truly satisfy me. There was only one place where I could truly make a difference.

I may have been frustrated when Taureen insisted on handfeeding me, but he had been the one to cut up each piece with care. He had been the one to spend countless hours simply watching and observing me. He had been the one to suppress any hint of anger or irritation, regardless of what stunt I pulled. 

I turned my gaze back to Taureen. His visible grief and loss was that of someone who had lost a child. I think I know how you feel… I had just spent all day ignored and alone like a lost child that no one wanted.

I spread my wings and silently glided in to land on his shoulder. I took care with my claws since he wasn’t wearing his shoulder pad. He turned his head in shock, and his expression turned to one of relief and joy. He reached up to gently pick me up off of his shoulder and cradled me to his chest tenderly.

I let him. I gazed up in shock as I saw that he actually had tears starting to escape his eyes. I had never seen a Kymari cry before. He took a deep breath before murmuring, “I thought I lost you.” 

His voice had a slightly broken quality to it. My disappearance had hit him much harder than I would have thought possible. I nuzzled his chin to lend comfort as I hummed an apology. My two days of freedom had not affected the fact that I was completely at ease with him.

After a few moments, he loosened his grip and held his arm just in front of his chest. I stood on it while leaning against his chest for balance as he stood up. He stroked my neck and shoulders as he started walking down the path. Well, with the others in hiding, at least no one will see me being packed off. 

Just as we were approaching the edge of the park, I noticed Alec talking with someone else further ahead along the path. He glanced over and did a double take when he saw me on Taureen’s arm. Both of them stared at us before Alec started to swiftly walk over. Alec looked stunned as he gazed at me in surprise. 

He said, “She’s alive. But how? I picked that tracker because it had never failed, and it showed her in the bottom of that pond.”

I blinked in surprise. They thought I was dead? The tracker must have flowed into the deep pond that Taureen had been facing and sunk into the bottom. They must have thought that I had drowned.

I was startled when a low angry snarl echoed from Taureen’s chest. He was actually starting to shake in anger as he growled, “Look at her flank. Whoever broke through the garden door also cut her tracker bead out. When I get my hands on him, he is going to pay.”

I was stunned; he was past the point of simply being mad. He was livid and furious. The only time I had seen a Kymari like this, it had been that female when she had seen those coyotes about to attack her child. Taureen was just about as pissed off as she had been.

Now that I think about it, that gate had been closed when we left in the morning, and Taureen hadn’t gone into the garden when we returned. Someone must have purposely done that. I had a feeling that if Taureen found him, the crime of breaking the gate and the imagined crime of cutting my skin would mean that person’s death.

Alec and the other Kymari narrowed their eyes in anger. Alec glanced at my small cut, and it seemed to make him angrier. “Who would do such a thing? And why go through all that trouble when she could so easily return to you?”

Taureen was trying to calm himself down, without much success. He said, “I am not sure. I am not aware of any who may have a grudge against me. I don’t think she was simply let go either, or I would have found her yesterday or with the wild ones this morning. I have a sneaking suspicion that whoever took her underestimated her curiosity and wasn’t aware of her ability to undo latches and open doors. I am pretty sure she escaped.”

Alec shook his head as if disliking the thought of someone locking me up. “How did you find her?”

Taureen looked down at me with wonder. “I wasn’t even aware that she was around. She landed on my shoulder.”

Alec took a second look at me. “Let me call a shuttle. I am not sure she will sit still for that long of a walk with no harness. You don’t have your shoulder pads either, and she is used to sitting on those.”

With a nod of thanks, Taureen replied, “Thanks.”

“Do you want to try using a loop of cord around her neck to secure her while waiting?”

Taureen shook his head. “No, I am not sure what she went through, and I don’t want to spook her until I know how she will react.”

Alec nodded and radioed for a small shuttle. I looked up as a small flying vehicle dropped slowly between the trees. Taureen put his hand on my shoulders, both as a reassurance and to keep me from making a break for it in case the odd vehicle spooked me.

He entered the shuttle with Alec. I glanced around once we were inside; this small shuttle had room for maybe four people maximum. It hovered so smoothly that I could barely tell that we were moving. It dropped us off right outside the house door, and Taureen quickly went inside.

Alec followed us and firmly closed the door behind himself. He disappeared into the kitchen before returning with a whole shia fruit. Taureen was already sitting on the couch with me still on his arm. Taureen got me to step down onto his lap and took the fruit from Alec with a quiet thank you.

He pulled out a small knife and quickly peeled the fruit before offering a slice to me. I greedily took it. He kept cutting off slices and offering them to me. Alec sat in a chair and simply watched. By the time the fruit was gone, I was stuffed, and my stomach was noticeably round.

I yawned; a full stomach could really do me in. Taureen reached over and pulled out the cleaning kit. He began gently scrubbing my wings before wiping them clean and polishing them with the oil.

My head slowly dropped as he massaged the oil in. My chin rested on Taureen’s knee as I tried to stay awake. “Alec, could you go to that second back room and grab the orange kit on the shelf? There are first aid things in it that were formulated specifically for fire lizards.”

I heard him get up and leave the room. He returned and placed it beside Taureen. Taureen kept massaging with one hand while doing something with the other. I opened up one eye to see him open up a jar of green salve. He dabbed his finger in it before lightly smearing it across the cut that Drake had made.

I shifted and muttered under my breath at the bit of pain. Taureen massaged the oil into my shoulders until I relaxed again. He rubbed the salve in lightly with his other hand. It must have had a numbing agent in it since it didn’t hurt this time.

I was mostly asleep when I heard the doorbell go off. Alec got up to answer the door. Word of my return must have spread fast since Soranto, Tkael, Tran and Vick all entered the house, looking relieved to see me.

Tkael noticed my small cut and frowned as he asked, “What happened to her flank?”

Alec filled them in on the supposed details of my kidnapping, cut, and escape. All of them were angry and upset. Tkael and Tran were actually too worked up to sit down, and they paced slightly in aggravation. I was completely confused by their reactions. 

In the park, I had occasionally seen pets get into a scuffle. The owner of the mainly guilty animal had apologized, promised to rectify the training problem, and it was forgotten. Everyone here was going way overboard about the supposed kidnapping and the small cut. I must be missing something…

Tkael looked ready to spit nails. “I’ll help you kill him. What he did cannot be tolerated.”

Alec also looked ready to kill something. “No one harms a bond animal. Ever.”

I blinked as the pieces fell into place. I had heard that term years ago, a bond animal was similar to a service animal, but more highly regarded. Bond animals were uncommon and rarely, if ever, left their handler’s side. They always did something that greatly benefited all Kymari in the city or on a planet. Intentional harm to one was a death sentence.

I had not been aware that I was considered a bond animal. It must have occurred when Taureen had been made a handler. I hadn’t heard any mention of him being a handler for a bond animal though, so I must have missed that discussion. Although I supposed that the ability to track dangerous creatures such as sicora or crawlers could fit into that category.

It also explained why Taureen had been so hurt by my disappearance. A handler of a bond animal committed themselves to the creature completely. The boundaries of ‘pet’ no longer applied. 

He had looked like he had lost a child because that was what I was to him at this point.

Soranto sighed as he finally sat down. “As much as she dislikes me, I am very glad that she is back safely. I cannot fathom why someone would take a bond animal though.”

Tkael growled, “A bond animal that was recently tamed, that can detect, and will also attack sicora? She is worth a fortune on the black market if she leaves the systems controlled by the Kymari.”

Soranto nodded slowly as he accepted Tkael’s point. “Most animals will accept a new handler rather easily during the first few years. Some ships will pay a substantial sum to have a sicora removed from a ship, if the crew even makes it to port alive.”

Tkael continued pacing along the far wall. “There are only Kymari living on this planet though, and no Kymari would even contemplate such a thing. It makes me wonder if some other race didn’t sneak out of the port area.”

I glanced at the heat lamp, but it was turned off. Taureen’s skin was warm though, so I curled up on his lap as he absentmindedly petted me.

Alec turned to Taureen and said, “Is that garden gate secured?”

Taureen nodded. “It has a sturdy lock, and if it opens, or if anything breaches any part of the fence, it will send an alert to my wrist comm.”

Alec sighed in relief. “And the doors and windows?”

Taureen narrowed his eyes. “I still have yet to secure them past the basics.”

I yawned again as my eyes drifted shut. The discussion moved onto various locks and alarms that could be installed. One thing was certain though, if I hadn’t been able to open them before, I certainly wouldn’t be able to manage once they were done with the upgrades.


Chapter 33

            

I slowly woke up and blinked in confusion. Okay… This has never happened before… Taureen was in bed and had me tucked against his chest under the blankets. His arms loosely circled around my curled-up form. I had to admit that I was nice and warm. Which was a stark difference to when I woke up in my burrow in the park in the morning.

He must be paranoid that the person who broke his gate would come back. I am so glad that he always wears sleeping shorts when he goes to bed or this would be very awkward. I rested my chin on his arm as I listened to the steady sound of his breathing and his heartbeat. 

It was surprisingly relaxing. I rested there until I heard his breathing change as he woke up. When he stirred slightly, I nudged his arm with my nose. He lifted up the blankets as he gazed at me with an affectionate expression. I tilted my head and trilled a greeting.

He blinked and started to slowly stroke my neck, as if reassuring himself that I was still alive and here. I yawned and stretched my wings. Taureen took that as a sign to get up. I shook myself out and flew into the living room. 

I pushed on my small door flap, but it wouldn’t open. Did he lock it? I snorted and waited for Taureen. He emerged from the bedroom and went to the back door that led to the garden. I quickly flew over to land on his shoulder. If he was going out, then I was hitching a ride with him. I noticed that he was once more wearing his shoulder pads.

He unlocked the back door and went into the garden. I flew to a large piece of driftwood to wait for the sun. I watched the sun as it peeked above the horizon while keeping an eye on Taureen as he checked the entire backyard. 

He eventually settled in a chair against the house while watching me. He always watched and recorded the Morning Song.  I felt the call building and knew the second it was to begin. I jumped into the sky to swoop, dive, and spin while singing for the sheer joy of it.

The Morning Song was as it always had been. The unsettled feeling had left, and I reveled in the joyous song. As the call receded, my song and dance dissolved. I landed on a rock to watch the sun for a bit more before turning back to the house. 

Taureen was waiting by the door, holding it open. I flew over and banked gracefully through the doorway. He followed me inside and closed the door. This house had a kitchen, whereas the previous apartment had not. The appliances confused me, being completely different than the human ones. There was something like a fridge, or so I assumed, since it seemed to store food without spoiling. 

Moments later, Taureen had a bowl of fruit in his hand, and he took a seat on the couch. Breakfast involved a series of commands, each followed by a piece of fruit. It was still annoying to be handfed, but it was not quite as irritating before. This mind over matter stuff is an evil beast. The second I drop my guard, things don’t seem to irritate me as much.

Predictably, after breakfast, there was a cleaning and oiling. Despite waking up barely an hour ago, the massage and the feeling of the oil easing dry itchy skin almost put me to sleep. 

I felt a bit of pressure along my flank and heard a faint pop, almost like one of Taureen’s nails had caught the edge of a scale. I twisted my head and flattened my ear tufts as I growled at the grey device in Taureen’s other hand.

It was the same injector that Alec had used to insert the tracker bead under my skin. Taureen put it to the side and stroked my back. “Relax, it is already done. Your new tracker is nearly undetectable. It is only keyed with my wrist comm, and it would take a high end scanner to find it.”

Another tracker? What was that for?!  I came back! 

Oblivious to my mental tirade, Taureen continued, “If someone does get their hands on you, I won’t be far behind. If your tracker gets too far away, it will alert me. This is a much more sophisticated tracker. Almost nothing can block the transmission; it will even tell me things like your heartbeat and body temperature.”

Why exactly did I come back again? I can think of a few places I could flame that would raise his body temperature… Taureen seemed to pick up my irritation and cradled me in his arms while offering me a piece of shia fruit.

Bribery mellowed my mood, and it wasn’t as if I could change the fact the tracker was already hiding somewhere under my skin. Before long, the harness was once more slipped over my wings, and we headed out to explore the city and inspect the incoming trade ships.

Our search was fruitless, but that in itself was a good thing. It meant that none of those creatures had been around. Apparently, most trade ships were now stopping here so that I could check them out before continuing on to other cities. Some cities refused ships who didn’t get inspected, and this allowed them to reach more exclusive markets.

On the way home, Taureen stopped in the tiny park that he often let me explore. I stood up on his shoulders, waiting for him to replace the short leash with the long one. He got me to step down onto his arm. 

He simply unclipped the leash, and I turned my head to examine him in shock. He held out his arm as he said, “Go on.” I looked at him like he was crazy, but, hey, who was I to argue? I promptly flew over to a small pond and started splashing about as I enjoyed the water.

Taureen stood nearby, watching closely, in case I ended up needing assistance, but his watch was in vain. I somehow suspected that he was surprised at how well I could swim. I could even close my nostrils to dive under the water.

I climbed onto a warm rock to shake myself off before partially opening my wings to dry in the sun and light breeze. Taureen held out his arm and spoke quietly, “Tasha, to fist.” 

With a sigh, I spread my wings further and jumped into the air. It had been fun while it lasted. Perhaps he will let me do it again.

I landed on his arm, and he stroked my neck before giving me a sunburst berry. Once I finished the treat, he held out his arm. “Go on.” I took off once more, exploring the underside of dense shrubs that I hadn’t dared to drag my leash into in the past. Taureen followed closely, while watching me and keeping an eye on our surroundings.

I wasn’t entirely sure what he was watching for. This park was so small that only a couple of small birds and butterflies called it home. It made no sense that he looked as if he was on guard against something.

“Tasha, to fist.” I crawled out from under the shrub to fly to his extended arm. Another berry, and he let me go explore again. I think I know what training game this is. I can actually appreciate this one.

After a couple of hours of recall training, he transferred me to his shoulder before we left the park. He didn’t clip the leash onto my harness either. I lay down on his shoulder as I considered the recent turn of events. Interesting.

   

       Tkael and Alec came by in the evening again. Alec sat down in a chair, glancing at me as I basked under the heat lamp. He asked, “How did today go?”

Taureen glanced towards me. “It went as it usually did. No traces of sicora or crawlers though. It was as if the last four days never happened. What of the wild flock? Any news?”

Alec sighed as he responded, “Still as hard to track as ever. We have been keeping a careful eye out, but all are accounted for. Whoever went after Tasha either has not attempted to catch one of the wild ones or hasn’t succeeded.”

Tkael inquired, “Any idea why part of that flock separated and then returned?”

Alec shook his head. “They were obviously looking for something before they returned. Did you notice that Tasha also turned up in that same park after escaping? It makes me wonder if she didn’t head there specifically for something.”

He glanced at Taureen, who shrugged before replying, “There may be a trace mineral that Tasha is just getting enough of to prevent it from showing up in the blood tests. It is why I keep letting her roam so much in the parks. That is our best guess at the moment since the blood tests didn’t turn up anything noteworthy.”

Well, that was a bonus for me. I would just have to keep nibbling on a huge variety of plants. Their talk turned to an analysis of the plants that Taureen had seen me nibble lightly on a few times versus the ones that I had repeatedly munched on.

Soranto arrived with supper for all of them and passed the dishes of food around. Their plates mostly held meat, and they didn’t seem to use much for spices or sauces. Most of it didn’t appeal to me in the least, although one thing on Taureen’s plate smelled like chicken. It had obviously originated as some sort of bird.

Most dragonets occasionally got a hankering for chicken or fish. I hadn’t had either for months. Right now, I had a craving for KFC chicken, but with that simply being impossible, the cut-up strips of meat on Taureen’s plate fit the bill. 

I wonder what the odds are of him letting me steal from his plate. It wasn’t something I had tried before, simply having no interest in his food or being relaxed enough to contemplate it. I doubted that he would stop me since I really didn’t have any boundaries. Well, no time like the present to try.

I uncurled and stretched before jumping from the end table; with a single wingbeat to carry me the short distance, I landed on the center table that they had their plates on. They glanced at me in curiosity; their discussion about plants in the back garden interrupted.

I walked over to Taureen’s plate while sniffing. With one eye on Taureen, who was simply watching me, I reached out my neck to snag one of the pieces of lightly-roasted dark meat. I turned and jumped up onto his shoulder pad to lie down and chew on it. It did taste just like fried chicken.

I chose to eat on his shoulder pad since he was less likely to do anything while I sat there. At the moment, all four were watching me in surprise. Alec looked pointedly at Taureen, waiting for him to provide an explanation.

Taureen shrugged lightly. “This is a new one to me. I have never seen her do this before.”

Alec watched me in curiosity. “I wonder if the wild ones occasionally eat meat. It wouldn’t surprise me with their claws and teeth though. I find it odd that she would eat meat just after coming back from her journey, especially when she has not shown any such interest previously.”

These guys dug way too deep into any little detail or quirk as they tried to figure out what prompted various behaviors. It didn’t seem to occur to them that I had simply had a hankering for chicken. I stole one more piece of that meat from Taureen’s plate before heading back to the heat lamp.


Chapter 34

            

“-so they are in orbit using autopilot, but no one is responding to the hails. The scanners are not finding any life signs. I did send up two teams, but they came up empty, which usually means one thing…” The port master was talking with Taureen as they walked.

Taureen frowned. “Most likely sicora then, since our scanners won’t pick them up and the crew is missing. What are you suggesting?”

The port master gestured to a group of a dozen heavily-armed Kymari waiting beside a shuttle. He said, “Accompany these fighters so we can figure out where that infernal creature is hiding. I don’t expect you to join the fight though; the Elders will have my hide if any harm comes to your companion.”

Taureen nodded. “How large is the ship?”

“It is a medium-sized cargo ship. At least twenty decks in the living quarters, although most of the vessel is a series of storage bays, which is why we are having trouble figuring out which section the sicora is in. I already have permission from Elder Dairno for you to go up with this group.”

I watched the port master alertly. Finally. I was beginning to wonder if my voluntary return had jinxed my luck at finding sicora. Our patrols and inspections had turned up empty every day, even though I had returned eleven days ago.

We got on the shuttle with the fighters; Tran and Vick accompanied us as well. I gazed out of a window as the shuttle gained height and speed. I watched with interest as the city shrunk below us while we gained altitude. I could now see the shape of the land like the maps depicted.

Taureen seemed amused by my fascination with the shrinking city. Soon, I couldn’t even pinpoint the city in the forest. His amusement faded as everyone stood up. The door opened, and we passed through the access door as we entered the cargo ship. 

I lifted my head and took a deep breath. I narrowed my eyes and let out a rattling exhale while shifting my weight. It wasn’t near, but there was definitely a sicora on this spaceship. Tran and Vick walked on either side of Taureen, while most of the fighters ranged in front of us as they ensured that the path was clear. The last few followed behind us as a rearguard.

We walked for almost an hour, and the scent never noticeably increased. The constant slight scent had me slightly out of sorts though, and Taureen and his two wingmen had undoubtedly noticed.

The scent was finally growing stronger. We entered a large four way junction, and the group continued walking straight. I lifted my nose to air and snorted. I jumped off of Taureen’s shoulders, somewhat to his surprise. The group instantly stopped as they watched me.

I swiftly circled the room while testing the air. There. I came to a hover in front of the side entrance with a growl. “Tasha, shoulder.”  With a glance back, I reluctantly turned and flew back to Taureen’s shoulder pad. Once I landed, I stared intently at that open doorway.

The group changed their direction, and the scent was definitely getting more potent. I restlessly shifted my weight, but remained on Taureen’s shoulder. Taureen pulled out the short leash and clipped it onto my harness. He glanced at Tran. “I don’t want her going after the sicora when the fighters have their energy weapons out.”

That was probably a good idea since the sight of a sicora tended to toss most of my rational thoughts right out of the window. It wasn’t long before we came to another junction, and the group paused while Taureen unclipped my leash. I flew past all of the three doors before landing on Taureen’s shoulder, staring at the one doorway with an unwavering gaze.

He re-clipped my leash, and the group continued down the hallway that I had refused to look away from. Vick murmured, “How did you train her to circle like that?”

Taureen’s answer was short. “I didn’t. It must be something they do in the wild.”

We entered a packed loading bay, and the scent was almost gaggingly strong. I had no idea how the others couldn’t smell it. I half-spread my wings and snarled while looking around anxiously. It had to be nearby.

Vick and Tran immediately extended their spears and readied their energy weapons as they gazed around the area. One of the fighters gestured in the direction of a second door to the side. “Let’s see how she reacts to the next room.”

The group closed the door behind us before heading towards the next cargo bay. I caught a glimpse of movement out of the corner of my eye and whipped my head around to scrutinize the bay we were about to leave. It took me only a second to spot it. 

I reared up with a shriek of rage as I faced a stack of shipping crates behind the group. Heat built up in the back of my throat, and I spat a fireball at the black creature that bared its teeth at my challenging scream. It barely dodged in time and darted between the shipping crates as it disappeared from sight. 

Taureen held my leash firmly as the fighters quickly flowed around us after the sicora. Vick remained beside Taureen as he glanced at me. Vick said, “We know which room it is in now, and we have sealed all of the exits. Let’s move her to safety while they search the crates. We don’t want to risk her.”

Taureen nodded as he promptly headed towards the door. I snarled and shook my head, digging my claws into the shoulder pad at the frustration of leaving while the foul thing still lived. They closed the door behind them and waited in the next room while I chittered and grumbled my frustration.

Vick glanced at his wrist comm. “It is dead. Do you think she may calm down if she knows it isn’t alive?”

Taureen considered it for a moment and nodded. Vick spoke into his wrist comm too quietly for me to hear as Taureen went back to the door. I leaned forward on his shoulder pad; I would have to see the dead creature for my heart to truly believe it.

The door opened, and I saw one of the fighters dragging the creature by its long tail before leaving it in the open space between the two doors. I growled at the sight of it as I flattened my ear tufts at the deadly menace. Taureen walked over, and I narrowed my eyes as I looked at it. It was obviously dead with wounds like that. The fact that they had cut its head off was another hint.

I took a deep breath and shook myself hard as my scales tinkled. I rearranged my wings with a few flicks as I finally relaxed. Taureen had been watching my reaction, and I glanced at him and tilted my head as I trilled an inquiry, as if there wasn’t a dead creature at our feet. 

He turned to leave and most of the group surrounded us once more. Two of the fighters remained to dispose of the creature and clean up. The walk back was faster now that we didn’t have to wander into every room.

“Tasha, where are you?” I blinked, surprised to hear Drake’s confused voice in my mind for the first time since I had left the park.

I sent him a mental image of the dead sicora. “Hunting sicora.”

I felt his shock. “They caught you again? When?”

I lay down on the shoulder pad before replying, “How long did it take people to notice my absence?”

He was silent for a long time. He sounded guilty as he said, “I tried calling on the general mindlink a few times, and you never responded. I figured you were elsewhere in the park. I started asking around a few hours ago, but no one recalled seeing or hearing from you lately.”

I kept my voice calm despite the betrayal and hurt I felt beneath, “Drake, I have been gone for eleven days.”

Drake was speechless. It took him some time to muster up his voice, and even then, it was quiet. “How did we not notice?”

I mentally sighed. “People wanted to avoid me, and they did.”

“What are the odds of you escaping again so I can apologize in person?”

I sent amusement down the link, which seriously confused him. I informed him, “I highly doubt that is going to happen again. They have truly fixed that back gate. Not to mention that they put another tracker on me. This one sends alerts if I go past a certain distance.”

I felt him gather up his courage before he said, “If you can get loose, I will even travel across the city during the day to cut that thing out of you.”

“You won’t find it. This one is almost microscopic.”

I felt his disappointment. I knew that he truly felt bad for both avoiding me somewhat and not noticing my absence. I sent reassurance through the link. “Don’t beat yourself up about it. They would have spotted me sooner or later.”

I sniffed the air. We were almost to back to the shuttle, and I distinctly remembered that the sicora’s scent had been very faint here. All scents had been weak. I don’t recall that scent being there. What is that smell?

I slowly stood up. “Drake, I have another scent here. I’ll talk with you later.”

I looked back to where we had passed the scent trail and pulled lightly against the short leash keeping me on Taureen’s shoulder. Taureen stopped as he turned his attention to me. Everyone else paused as well, watching us. Taureen unclipped my leash, and I flew back to the middle of the room as I tested the air.

I found it again and landed on the floor while sniffing. The fighters backed up to give me space. I walked on the floor along the weak trail. It wasn’t a sicora or a crawler, but it still caused heat to build at the back of my throat. I thought that nothing living was supposed to be on this ship…

I lifted my head and looked around in confusion. The scent was fresh, but it was very faint. The scent went down this hallway. It was too weak to track from the air, so I kept tracking it on the ground while most of the fighters went ahead of me.

We came to a junction and the scent scattered as if the creature had wandered in circles. I spread my wings to fly a circle around the small room where several hallways connected, trying to figure out which passageway it had gone down. The scent trail was terribly confused, but didn’t seem to leave the junction. This makes no sense… 

I looked around the area more closely. There was a small shipping crate in the one corner, but it was tight against the wall, and the crate itself was only about the size of a dishwasher. Other than that, the junction was completely empty. 

I tilted my head; the crate was raised up slightly on some sort of small blocks. The gap was so small that I wasn’t sure I would even be able to squeeze under it, so I had no clue if whatever I was tracking might manage it.

I landed beside it and peered into the darkness under it. I pinned my ears at the odd reptile in the back corner. It hissed at me, and I returned the greeting. My hiss turned into a squawk as Taureen scooped me off of the floor and backed up with a firm grip on my harness. 

I snorted as the fighters started pulling the container away from the wall. My head turned to track the six-legged brown lizard as it bolted across the room with startling speed. Several energy weapons shot blue and green blasts of energy. Not much was left of the creature after they struck.

Vick said, “Well, I guess we know that she can also track ktari. We will have to fumigate the rest of the ship before we release it from quarantine.”

Taureen replied, “She acted differently when tracking it, so we will have a better idea as to what she is tracking the next time she behaves like that.”

I was still confused. What exactly was a ktari? My blood memories were not giving me any clues this time. I wasn’t even sure if they wanted me to track them in the future. I wonder how observant Taureen really is…

I stared at the creature and spoke aloud in the dragonet language, “Ktari.” As I figured, the spoken dragonet language butchered the pronunciation of this alien word something terrible. It sounded like a cross between a sneeze and a derogatory chirp.

I rustled my wings as I dismissed the dead creature. If I smelled it in the future, I would use the same word and see if they could connect the dots. It must not have been something that they were overly worried about since we headed straight for the shuttle.
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Chapter 35





Laying under the heat lamp, I rested my chin on my hands in slight boredom. How odd, boredom never used to bother me much until I got used to being busy and working. Admittedly, I could still spend two or three hours just sunbathing, but that was beside the point. 

Taureen was rolling up a section of rope. I raised my head slightly as I eyed up the end that was being pulled across the floor. Some days I wonder if this body actually has cat genes hidden in here somewhere, unless the desire to hunt just comes through in this fashion. I jumped off of the end table and snuck up behind the end of the rope, crouching down as I prepared to pounce.

Taureen slowed his rolling and was now pulling it in light jerking motions. I sprang forward to bite the end and shake it. Taureen pulled it lightly, and I rolled upside down on my back as I sunk my claws from all four feet into the end of the rope. His light pull caused my smooth scales to slide right across the soft carpet until I was near his feet.

He tied several knots in the other end of the rope and lightly tossed it further away. I swiftly rolled over and darted across the room to jump on it. I shook it before dropping it and bounding around the corner of the center table. 

I waited in ambush, flattened to the ground with my ears close to my head. I carefully peeked around the corner before pulling my head back. I folded my wings tightly before running out, ricocheting off of the chair to land on the knot. 

My momentum sent me rolling with it grasped in my front claws while my back ones kicked energetically at it. I chewed lightly on the rope. I dropped it like a hot potato to jump around it a few times before attacking it again. 

Playfulness could get a bit out of hand in this body once it got going.

I darted around the table once more, and Taureen humored me by tugging it closer to me. Too bad for him that the rope is no longer my true target… I jumped out of my hiding spot. Moments later, I had my claws gently wrapped around his foot and ankle. 

He lifted up his foot with me hanging upside down from his ankle. He chuckled. “And just what do you think that you are doing? My foot was not moving.”

I made a chortling sound at him and mouthed his ankle. He reached forward to gently grab my back leg, and I transferred my attention to his hand as I wrestled with it.

Some time later, I lay panting on his lap. Wrestling with someone much larger and stronger than you was quite a workout. I looked up to see him watching me with an amused and loving expression. Since choosing to come back, I had been much more open and relaxed around Taureen. Somehow he had become the big brother that I never had.

*      *      *







Alec dropped his hand with a sigh. “I give up. She simply doesn’t listen to anyone except for you.”

Soranto chuckled at his failed attempt.  “It took you this long to figure that out?”

Alec responded, “I was hoping that as she got familiar with me, I might have a chance if I used her favorite foods.”

I slowly blinked from my place on Taureen’s shoulder as Alec dropped the piece of shia fruit back into the bowl. I had refused to show any interest in the delicacy that Alec had held, much to his disappointment. I might remain in captivity willingly, but I am not a circus monkey to do tricks for everyone.

Taureen was amused and proud that I wouldn’t go to anyone else, even if they held the best foods and used familiar commands. He glanced over at Alec. “Feel like heading to the central park? I am curious as to how she will act while off-leash there. She has been fine in the other parks we have tried, but I am expecting that she will take off for a short time while we are there.”

Alec moved his gaze to me. “She has a tracker right? It is difficult enough to even find a fire lizard. Trying to find a specific one would be next to impossible.”

Taureen said, “Yes, we will just follow her if she decides to take off.”

Alec stood up. “Sure, let’s go. I am curious to see if her presence might draw the others out of the forest.”

All of us walked down the street; well, I rode on Taureen’s shoulder. He didn’t even have the leash on me. I had a sneaking suspicion that he was doing this as a test to see how I would react in the one place he had always avoided.

“Hey Drake, do you happen to be near the west side of the park?”

He was somewhat confused as he replied, “Kind of. Why?”

I grinned internally. “Sounds like we are visiting the park, and I am getting off-leash for a bit. You’ll have to be brave enough to handle a couple of Kymari watching, since they probably won’t let me out of their sight.”

I could feel his excitement at my return. “I will head to that side of the park then. Let me know when you arrive.” 

I watched eagerly as we approached the park. I looked around as we passed the first trees. My wings were half-open in excitement, but I remained on Taureen’s shoulder, hoping he would let me explore shortly.

“I see you.”

My sharp eyes swiftly spotted him hiding in the tree leaves. “If I wait until Taureen gives the go ahead, I get more time running loose.”

His voice was amused. “Someone has figured out how to rig the system.”

I chuckled across the mindlink. Drake watched from his hiding spot as Taureen walked along the path. Taureen went to a small pond and sat on a bench. Tkael, Soranto, and Alec took seats on other benches, watching us in curiosity. 

I looked around and could see roughly a dozen dragonets in hiding as they watched and waited to see what would happen. Taureen could tell I was eager to take off, but even without the leash, I waited for him to give the go-ahead.

He nodded in approval, pleased that I had remained on his shoulder. He held up his hand, and I jumped to his wrist. “Go on.”

With a trill, I launched powerfully off of his wrist. I headed straight towards Drake full-tilt with a joyous cry. Drake and the others quickly closed in on me, and we dipped and swirled in our reunion.

“Where did they come from?” I glanced over my shoulder to see that all four Kymari were watching in surprise. 

I banked around a red dragonet as I spoke to Drake. “Feeling like heading a bit upstream? If we stick close by they will probably remain where they are.”

With an upside down aerial flip and a warble, he headed upstream. The rest of the dragonets came with us. I can practically bet that Taureen will have that tracker on and will be watching my every move.

We played in the shallow water, splashing one another in jest before reclining on the sunny rocks on the banks to sunbath. Drake looked at me and spoke quietly in my mind, “Sorry about before.”

I hummed faintly in acceptance of his apology. “Don’t worry about it. It did help me realize that I prefer hunting sicora to sunbathing all day. Besides, I simply help locate them, and they do the dangerous stuff.”

“Doesn’t it bother you? Living in a cage like that?”

I tilted my head as I considered it, trying to put my change of heart into words. “Some parts are irritating, mostly the fact that he insists on handfeeding me. But I am not technically in a cage, I have full run of a big house and backyard. The word ‘no’ is a word I have yet to hear. It is finally sinking in that no one can harm me, and I get to see almost every corner of the city. It took me a bit to get used to it, but it is simply a different lifestyle.”

He looked at me in curiosity. “What is the best part?”

With a grin, I said, “They have this fantastic oil that they massage into your skin, and it feels amazing. That, and the huge variety of fruit available.” I lowered my mindvoice, like I was imparting a secret. “And they have a fruit that tastes even better than sunburst berries.”

His eyes widened in disbelief. “Not possible.”

I chuckled and lay my head back down. “Well, if you were really curious, I know they have some of it with them, and they would probably offer you a piece just to see how close you would come.”

He snorted and shook his head. “Nice try. Simply having them watch me puts me on edge. I can’t even imagine approaching one. I have no idea how you are so relaxed around them.”

I snickered at his reaction. “I had months to get used to them. In truth, it is only Taureen that I let touch me. The rest get hissed at. I must have lightly scratched Soranto at least fifty times by now for his attempts to pet me.”

He looked at me incredulously, as if I had lost my mind. “You scratched them, and you are still alive?”

“Soranto knew the risks,” I said, with an evil grin, “and I gave plenty of warning. Technically, with the new laws, they can’t harm a fire lizard. Besides, anyone who even thought of hurting me would probably have to go through Taureen first.”

I tilted my head as another thought occurred to me. “He saw that scratch you made on my flank, and he thought that another Kymari did it to remove the tracker. He was furious. If it had actually been a Kymari and Taureen had found him, that person would be dead by now.”

Drake looked at me in disbelief. “They would kill one of their own for simply harming a reptile? That doesn’t seem to make sense.”

I blinked slowly and my voice was quiet. “I can’t really explain it well. Taureen was given a special rank when the Elders allowed him to keep and care for me. He would protect me fiercely, and any dragonet that ends up in captivity will have a similar protective handler. Between that and the new protected status that dragonets have, there would be serious consequences for anyone who attempts to harm us. Whoever broke the lock on the garden gate will be in severe trouble if they catch him or her simply because if I got out, I might have gotten hurt.”

He still seemed doubtful of my claims. “I am having a hard time wrapping my head around that considering how many weeks we hid for fear of our lives after flaming that sicora so close to that Kymari child.”

I shrugged slightly. “I don’t blame you. It took me months to wrap my head around it and I was in their care that entire time – and I still don’t fully understand it.”

He shook his head in amusement and rested his chin on the warm rock. The others with us didn’t speak as we relaxed in the warm sun, simply enjoying one another’s company.


Chapter 36





I was halfway asleep and my outstretched wings touched both Amanda’s and Drake’s wings as we sunned ourselves.

“Serena! Are you alright?!” We all looked in the direction of the panicked mindvoice. 

“It hurts…” Serena’s stunned mindvoice was laden with pain and shock. I folded my wings as I sat up in concern.

We heard the ex-spy call out, “Tom, Serena, what happened?”

Tom was panicking. “A big tree just fell down as we were sleeping. She couldn’t get out of the way in time, and it fell on her. It is huge, and I can’t see her! I am trying to dig, but the tree roots are slowing me.”

The ex-spy replied, “I am on my way.”

I glanced at Drake in slight frustration. “Unless she needs medical attention or wants Kymari help, it is best if I stay here.” I wanted to go help dig so badly, but the chances of Taureen following me if I went further into the forest were simply too great. It grated on my nerves to remain here.

Drake nodded and took off with the others. I listened to them via the general mindlink in suspense. They weren’t too far away, but far enough that I hadn’t heard the tree fall.

“Serena, keep talking to us while we dig you out. What hurts?”

“My side really hurts. I may have broken some ribs since it hurts to breathe.”

“I am getting tons of big roots in this spot. Is anyone else having better luck?”

“Serena, how tightly are you trapped? Can you move at all?”

“I can move my wings a bit, but my chest and sides are pinned by the branches. The one is pushing on my chest.” Her voice was faint, and we could tell that she was trying to keep the pain out of the mindlink and failing.

Tom’s voice was full of worry as he kept talking to her.“Stay awake Serena. Don’t leave me.”

The ex-spy spoke, “Serena, do you have any idea how bad your injuries might be? Will you be able to fly?”

“I don’t know how bad the damage is… I won’t be able to fly though, my chest and side hurt too badly.”

He sighed heavily across the mindlink. “You realize that if the Kymari see you, that they will likely take you away right?”

I felt her sigh in sadness, and her voice was getting fainter as time went by. “Yes. But I don’t think I could stand being separated from Tom.”

Mates tended to become quite dedicated to each other and were rarely apart. I felt Tom’s worry and desperation as he told her, “I don’t care if I have to be a Kymari pet in order to be with you. I will stay by your side regardless.”

I felt her love for her mate flow into the link. She hesitantly asked, “Tasha, would the Kymari separate us?”

“No. Unless you two tried to kill one another or something similar.”

After a long pause, she asked, “Tom, were you serious?”

His voice was firm. “Yes, I will never leave you.” 

Those who were mates were truly devoted to one another, and I couldn’t remember seeing these two apart at any point in the last four years. The conversation was heartbreaking to listen to, as Tom declared his love once more when I knew that both were about to end up in Kymari care.

She whimpered in pain. “Then you better get the Kymari because I am coughing up blood.”

I launched into the air and flew towards where Serena was trapped as fast as my wings would carry me. I told them, “I have a tracker, and they will likely follow me. Can someone else go check to see if they are coming or if I have to go drag them back here?”

Drake volunteered, “I’ll go.”

I was worried for Serena. If she was coughing up blood, a rib must have punctured her lung - and the branch was still pushing down on her. If the tree settled further, it could cause more damage. I entered the clearing and blinked in surprise. The tree was big, even if I wrapped myself around the tree my nose would have been unable to touch the tip of my long tail.

Almost two dozen dragonets were trying to dig Serena out, but the trunk had fallen beside another tree and the ground was full of large roots. They were slowly shredding the roots, but even if we got her out, it wouldn’t help her if her injuries were as bad as we feared.

Drake was worried. “Tasha, all four are still sitting where we left them. Taureen is watching the device on his wrist closely, but that is it.”

With a hiss of frustration, I aborted my landing and sped off towards the benches. “Coming. Wait for me, it may take two of us to get them to follow us.” Of all times for him to not follow me around like a paranoid parent…

I bolted into the clearing as they looked up in surprise. I banked sharply around the bench Taureen was sitting on before screeching in an urgent tone and heading back the way I came. He wasted no time in following me; his three friends swiftly joined him. I had never made such a noise before, and they might think that I was leading them to another sicora. Either way, they were following us.

Drake joined my flight as we sped back towards the trapped scarlet dragonet. I glanced over my shoulder to see the Kymari quickly gaining on us. I was surprised by their speed and commented to Drake, “I knew they were fast, but I didn’t realize how quickly they could cover ground if they chose. They are catching up, and we are flying at a good clip.”

I called ahead, “Start making a bit of fuss and dig. You can scatter the second we enter the clearing.”

It wasn’t long before we heard distressed noises of dragonets. We entered the clearing to see many of them tearing at small roots while attempting to dig around a certain section of the tree trunk. Most scattered into the nearby trees the moment that the Kymari came into view. I landed in front of where Serena was trapped and clawed fiercely at the frayed roots before glancing back at the Kymari.

Taureen was keeping an eye on the surrounding dragonets as he watched for aggressive or defensive behavior while he slowly approached. They were watching him closely, and some were chittering anxiously, but none dive-bombed the Kymari.

He glanced behind him. “Tkael, Soranto, lift the tree. Alec, see how close they will let you come. I might need your assistance.”

Alec nodded as he looked around the clearing. “This tree hasn’t been down for long. I will put a call in for a shuttle just in case.”

Taureen slowly approached, keeping his body language passive. All of the dragonets, except for Drake, Tom, and me, had scattered into the trees to watch in worry. I was kind of surprised that Drake remained so close, although Tom was desperately trying to get to his injured mate and barely noticed the approaching Kymari.

Drake took to the air and landed in a nearby tree as Taureen got closer. The tree groaned as Tkael and Soranto lifted it. With a cry of anguish, Tom darted under the tree.

I heard Serena’s faint sigh of relief amongst her pain. “The worst of the pain is gone…” Her voice was much fainter now. She was not in good condition.

Taureen kneeled down by the tree to look before carefully reaching under the trunk to lift Serena out. I heard her whimpers as he brought her out from under the tree. My heart sank at the sight of the red bubbles frothing out at the side of her mouth with each breath.

Tom was leaning on Taureen’s knees while nuzzling Serena’s head in worry. His concern for his mate overshadowed his fear of the Kymari. I glanced up as a shuttle slowly descended through the trees. Some of the dragonets fled the scene, relying on others to send mental images over the mindlink to keep them appraised of what was going on.

Taureen remained where he was, kneeling with Serena in his hands. Alec went forward even before the shuttle had really landed and came back with a flat board as several other Kymari came out of the shuttle. One was the vet who I had been to previously. 

She nodded to Taureen. “Put him on that board.”

Taureen carefully placed Serena on the board that Alec held. The vet knelt beside Alec and held some sort of scanner over Serena as she read out the results. “Several broken ribs, possibly a fractured shoulder, but some bone shards have pierced the right lung. She is a female, by the way, you will want to note that in the records. We need to get her into surgery now.”

Alec stood up with the stretcher board. Serena whimpered and whispered, “I’m scared.”

Tom picked up her distress and jumped into the air, hissing fiercely. I launched off of Taureen’s shoulder to tackle him mid-air. He side-slipped from the blow, trying to regain his balance and stop his fall. 

I banked as I circled the group while shouting into Tom’s mind, “Anything you do to stop or harm them delays Serena from getting the help she needs. Do you want her to die?” 

I hated to use that word with him, but it was the harsh truth. The last time I had seen blood frothing from the mouth of a dragonet, the dragonet had been pounced on by a fox. His flame has scared the fox away, but the initial strike had clearly broken his ribs. Despite our best efforts, he had died within hours.

Tom undoubtedly remembered that terrible day too. With a whimper of anguish, he landed on the fallen tree and clawed at the bark with his agitation and inability to do anything to help. He fanned his wings helplessly as he stared at his injured mate, who lay in the hands of the Kymari. 

I looked at Serena and spoke across the mindlink, “The painkillers they use will prevent mindspeech. So keep in mind that even if we are right beside you, you will not be able to hear or talk to us with mindspeech.”

I angled my flight to land on Taureen’s shoulder pad, and as soon as I landed, Taureen held up a hand and looped a finger through my harness to prevent me from possibly fighting with Tom. His precaution was unneeded though; my previous surprise tackle had jarred Tom out of attack mode.

Alec quickly went into the shuttle with the vet. Taureen began following them as I glanced back at Tom, who was still standing uncertainly on the log. I told him, “If you plan on hitching a ride, you had better act fast.”

He launched off of the log with impressive speed and ducked inside of the door before Taureen even got into the shuttle. He circled the small area chittering in fright and agitation, completely out of his comfort zone. I sighed internally. “Land on the back of one of the couches before you cause trouble. By the way, be forewarned, your next few days are not going to be the easiest. This is going to be a huge change.”

He landed uneasily on the back of an empty seat in a corner. Alec put the stretcher on a table, and the vet put a glass dome over Serena before pumping some sort of colored air into it. Alec backed up to give the vet room to stabilize her while we were traveling to the clinic.


Chapter 37

            

Once the shuttle doors closed, Alec carefully moved towards the seat that Tom was perched on the back of. There were only two empty seats left since the table took up half of the space. He slowly sat on the middle seat to avoid spooking Tom. 

Tom barely noticed, only having eyes for his mate. Taureen passed Alec some fruit. My nose picked up the scent of shia fruit and a faint metallic scent. Since when did Taureen carry the liquid tranquilizer? I had no idea that he even had it on him, but there was no mistaking that scent.

Alec offered it to Tom, who growled suspiciously at the Kymari’s hand and backed up. I appraised the situation and possible outcomes before coming to a decision. Tom can kill me later. 

I mindspoke Tom with a faint sigh. “Tom, they are trying to calm you down. Please be a gentleman and take the piece of fruit. I know you are worried for Serena, but I am not sure when you will have another chance to eat. Honest, that type tastes even better than sunburst berries.”

Alec placed the fruit on the back of the chair near Tom and withdrew his hand. Tom sniffed the air and finally picked up the delectable scent of the fruit he had never encountered before. He glanced at me and then at his mate before taking a slow step towards the fruit and Alec. 

He gingerly reached out and grabbed the fruit before backing up. He snorted in surprise at the taste before rapidly eating it, frequently glancing at the vet who was adding more oddly colored gases into the glass dome.

Tom was more eager for the next two pieces that Alec placed on the back of the chair. Once he finished the third piece, Tom shook himself and took a clumsy step to the side as he nearly overbalanced. He looked at me in confusion. 

I spoke aloud in a series of soft whistles and trills. “Sorry Tom, I knew that they spiked those pieces with something that would make you relax. They have given them to me in the past, so I know how you feel.”

He blinked at me dopily, but if he was trying to mindlink me, I couldn’t hear anything. I could literally see the drug taking effect. They must have used a high dose, possibly in case he only ate one piece, or possibly because the trip wasn’t going to take more than a few minutes and they needed it to work fast. 

Tom began having difficulty standing and almost fell off the back of the chair. Taureen pulled off his hawk glove and passed it to Alec, who put it on before turning back to Tom. Alec reached over to gently pick him up off the back of the chair and put him on the bottom part of the seat so he couldn’t fall.

Tom hissed at the contact, but Alec was fast enough to dodge his befuddled swiping claws. Tom awkwardly backed up into the corner where he pressed himself down into the seat and blinked groggily.

I felt really bad for tricking him, but I highly doubted that they would have let him fly loose in the vet clinic. I also had no idea how he would have reacted when they took Serena into the operating room. They would not permit her wild mate to run loose in the room while they tried to save her.

The shuttle door opened, and the vet took the stretcher out. I watched as she disappeared inside of what must be the back door of the clinic. Tom tried to stand and follow, but his legs gave out due to the tranquilizer.

Alec picked up Tom, who tried to bite through the glove with no success. Alec glanced at Taureen. “Well, this is going to be fun. How long is that dose going to last?”

Taureen exited the shuttle before taking a better look at the purple dragonet. “It should last at least six hours before it starts to wear off.”

Alec followed Taureen into the clinic. I peered back at Tom who was glaring at me through a drug-induced haze. With a series of soft whistles and chirps, I told him, “Sorry, Tom. It was the only way they would allow you into the clinic without restraints.”

He did not appear mollified, and I turned back to watch where we were going. Hopefully, once he was back with Serena, he would forgive me for putting him through this. We entered a small side room and waited in chairs while Taureen and Alec discussed how the wild flock might act now that they had taken another two fire lizards.

After some time, an Elder entered the room. Taureen and Alec bowed their heads in a respectful greeting. I noticed that it was the same one who had originally approached Taureen. 

He walked over to gaze at the drugged purple dragonet. “I hear this one refused to be separated from the scarlet that is being patched up?”

Alec nodded deferentially. “Yes, Elder. He even entered the shuttle without coaxing to remain with his mate.”

The Elder regarded Alec. “And how do you know that they are mates?”

Alec inclined his head respectfully at the slight challenge as he replied, “Elder, I have watched the fire lizards for months, and I have seen these two together almost every time I spotted them. They act exactly like the ones that we know are mates, even though we have never seen chicks following this pair.”

The Elder slowly nodded, accepting his testimony. “They will likely suffer mentally if separated. Trying to tame a pair of adults will be extremely difficult. I know that you have assisted Taureen with his endeavors. Do you wish to see what you can do with these two?”

Alec bowed his head. “Elder, I would be honored to be permitted to attempt to tame them.”

The Elder nodded. “Then I give you leave to try. I wish to see weekly updates.”

With the brevity that seemed to be a privilege of Elders, the Elder left with that comment. I blinked slowly as I considered the immense task that Alec had just taken on. He was going to have the fun of seeing if he could win the hearts of two dragonets who were really only interested in each other. I wish him luck with that one.

Roughly twenty minutes after arriving, the vet entered the room with a carrier in her hand. She walked towards Alec. “The female is in the front and is sedated. You can place that rebel in the back half of the carrier. There is currently a divider in it.”

Alec swiftly put Tom in the carrier. The drugs had kicked in, and Tom couldn’t even protest as he was put into the cage. Taureen stood up. “I’ll see you later Alec.”

Alec nodded before turning back to the vet for more instructions.


Chapter 38





I yawned as we left yet another building. No trade ships required an inspection today, so Taureen was patrolling the city with Tran and Vick in tow as per usual. Needless to say, it was a slow day.

“Tasha?” I heard a groggy mindvoice.

“Tom, glad to hear you again. How is Serena holding up?”

I got a watery mental picture of the scarlet dragonet blinking sleepily at Tom with her chest and sides in one solid cast. “She is awake, but she still can’t mindspeak.”

“From your picture, I assume that you two aren’t being separated by anything?”

He sighed in relief. “No, and I am grateful for that. We are in some sort of large glass cage though.”

“It is probably to keep her from trying to move and injuring herself further. Once I was mostly mobile, the cage door was left open. I highly suspect that Alec will follow the pattern that Taureen did.”

He snorted mentally. “Well, you are wrong on some accounts then. This overgrown green-skinned behemoth is already insisting that I take food from his hands. He leaves common stuff in a bowl, but holds the good stuff.”

I was amused at his indignation, although I had a pretty suspicion as to what Tom would do for his injured mate. I impishly inquired, “Did you go over to get some of it?”

I could feel his embarrassment. “Somehow that guy got his hands on sunburst berries, and you know how much Serena loves those…”

With Serena injured, Tom would do his best to care for her as much as he could – even if it included approaching an alien for delicacies to ensure that she ate. I chuckled. “Oh, I know. I remember the first time Taureen showed me some. He still uses them occasionally in training.”

With a sigh, he changed the topic. “How long have we been incommunicado? The cage was covered for some time, and I lost track of time considering how drugged I was.”

“Four days.”

He grumbled. “I still have a few words to exchange with you about tricking me into eating that fruit.”

I kept my voice innocent. “That was good fruit, wasn’t it? Even better than sunburst berries.”

He was indignant. “That guy carried me around for almost two solid days while I was limp like a rag doll.”

“Been there, done that. I know how you feel. I assume Serena was within sight?”

He sighed. “Yes, and he put me beside her if he wasn’t holding me.”

I glanced down as Taureen’s radio summoned him to the East Wall. A crawler had been spotted outside the wall, and they wanted to locate it before it got into the city.

“Well, duty calls. I have a crawler to track down. Talk to you later.”

I felt his mental hiss at the thought of a crawler. Even halfway drugged, the mere thought of a crawler or sicora was enough to get our blood boiling. Taureen jumped onto a shuttle that rose into the air before heading towards the area that we had been summoned to.





       I flew low above the ground as I tested the air. I finally found the scent trail again and banked to follow it. This crawler had a love of going under plants that even I wouldn’t go under. It made tracking it fun, to say the least.

Taureen stuck close by, and I was actually grateful for it. We were outside the wall, and I remembered all too clearly some of the creatures that roamed around out here. Some of these animals had been responsible for the death of several of my dragonet friends before we moved into the central park.

I growled as the scent got stronger. I couldn’t help it; the scent of these things riled me up. A dozen fighters ranged around us with sharp eyes while giving us space to work. Rather, giving me room to work while Taureen follows… Then again, Taureen did most of the walking until we found something, then it was my turn to work for my keep.

In the end, we were teammates. We had different roles, but had the same goals. Those goals were killing as many crawlers and sicora as we could locate.

I twisted my head around and spat a fireball at the crawler that was dropping out of a tree above an unsuspecting Kymari. The fireball managed to knock it off course, and it missed its target. The Kymari was quick on his feet and attacked it, within a couple of heartbeats, the disgusting creature was dead.

I flew back to land on Taureen’s shoulder. The crawler’s scent still had me unsettled and unable to relax. Vick shook his head. “There shouldn’t have been any crawlers out here. More crawlers keep appearing as well. The guards on the wall have killed several during the last month.”

That was news came as a surprise to me. I thought that most crawlers and sicora originated as hitchhikers in cargo ships; hence the reason that I had been inspecting so many of those spaceships.

Taureen grumbled faintly, “I am beginning to wonder if there might be a female sicora trying to set up a hive in the forest somewhere. That would account for the increasing numbers of crawlers.”

Vick replied, “Almost all sicora are sterile. I truly hope that there isn’t a female on this planet, or we are going to have to act fast before she gets that hive established.”

The man leading the guards was listening to the conversation and commented, “I will bring that idea to the Elders. Such a situation is a possibility with the pattern we are seeing.”

We started walking back, and I listened as they continued to discuss the possibility of a female setting up a hive. Apparently, they were a bit like insects that had one queen in a nest. Nests were slow to get started, but hard to kill once they got going. Sicora nests were even worse. Sicora were extremely difficult to kill, and energy weapons had minimal effect on them. The only sure way to kill them was to remove their head, which was why the guards all carried the sharp-edged spears.

The wind shifted, causing me to spin my head around and hiss as I halfway flared my wings in reaction to the odor. The guards immediately had their weapons out as they faced the direction I was looking. One of the guards cautiously went forward. I snarled as a black form jumped out of the shadows from where it had been hidden in ambush.

The guard fired his energy weapon, but the sicora hit him with enough force to knock him to the ground while biting at his neck. Three more energy blasts from the other guards finally knocked the creature off. One of the guards raced in and swung his weapon to decapitate the head from the body.

The fallen guard struggled to sit up before falling back to the ground. His green skin was far too pale, and his breath came hard as it rattled in his lungs. Several of his comrades kneeled by him as the venom quickly took effect. I knew that there was no antidote for sicora venom. Taureen was watching sadly; he had probably known and trained with that guard for longer than I had been alive.

I turned my head away from the swiftly dying fighter in sadness. It was the only reason I saw it coming since the wind was not in my favor. I stiffened in reaction as renewed rage rolled over me. Another adult sicora was charging, and it had its eyes locked on Taureen as its teeth were bared in a silent snarl.

Not if I have anything to say about it. With a scream of fury, I launched off of Taureen’s shoulder as it leapt at his back. I opened my jaws as searing flame burst forth in a blast of intense fire. The sicora tried to swerve mid-jump to avoid the fire aimed at its face.

I banked sharply and did a mid-air roll to avoid colliding with it. I glanced over and relief flooded me as Taureen managed to evade the deadly creature’s jump. The fighters were just starting to react to its unexpected presence. It spun around in a crouch and sprang at Taureen once again.

With a complicated spin, I landed on its shoulder and bit the side of its neck hard before jumping back into the safety of the sky. The bite startled it, and Taureen once more evaded its wild leap in its distraction.

Its claws sank into the ground and created long furrows in the dirt as it tried to recover from its leap. Before it could jump again, half a dozen energy blasts hit it. It rolled with the force of the impacts. I blinked in disbelief as it once more tried to get back onto its feet.

The sicora’s one side was a bloody and charred mess from the energy blasts. I could see its ribs, but it was as if they had protected the major organs. It stumbled and started going into seizures before more energy blasts ripped through the air and struck it. A guard ran into the fray to behead the creature.

I chittered in agitation at the close call as I circled the clearing before once more landing on Taureen’s shoulder. Now I see why they consider an adult sicora a serious threat. They are very difficult to kill, even with energy weapons, and a single bite can kill within minutes. Not to mention that they attack without provocation.

Taureen lifted a hand to pet my shoulder in an attempt to calm me down. I glanced around, but the other guards were still on high alert. Vick came over. “Is she okay?”

Taureen said, “Thankfully, it didn’t manage to catch her.”

Vick sighed in relief. “I am grateful that she saw that thing coming. It probably could have killed several of us if she hadn’t gone after it. It is a pity that we can’t use flamethrowers without putting one another at risk. Her tactics worked very well.”

Taureen narrowed his eyes at Vick. “They may have worked, but I think we will have to be more careful in the future. We can’t put her at risk by letting her go after sicora.”

Vick inclined his head in agreement before they continued their way back to the city. Taureen clipped the leash onto my harness, and the guards’ weapons were not put away until we reached the walls.


Chapter 39

            

I splashed around in the water of the small park while Taureen sat on a bench and watched me enjoy myself. Once I finished, he held up a piece of strawberry, and I flew over to land on his hand to gently take it. He was currently working on getting me to come to his arm without a spoken command.

I turned my head to examine the lady who was approaching us. She was looking at me in curiosity. She nodded a greeting at Taureen. “Good morning, is she yours?”

He nodded back respectfully. “Good morning. Yes, she is.”

The lady looked at me in open curiosity. “She is pretty. I have never been this close to a fire lizard before.”

“Thank you. It is very difficult to get close to the wild ones.”

I glanced back at Taureen and tilted my head. The skin along his neck was slightly flushed, although I doubted that anyone else would have noticed. Is he blushing? Oh, I think he is… I think someone has a hidden crush…

I turned back to look at the lady, who was still watching me as if she had never seen anything like me before. I tilted my head as I took a closer look at her. I am positive that I have seen her somewhere before… 

A glint of green from her ankle caught my eye. Now I remembered her; she had always been one of the watchers who unfailingly shown up for the Morning Song. From what I recalled, she had always seemed quite nice. 

I glanced at her wrists, but she had no jewelry there. Bracelets among the Kymari were the equivalent of serious courting gifts or marriage rings among humans. She had not accepted any suitors, at least at this point in time. 

I could well understand Taureen’s interest now. For some reason, there were about three males born for every female among the Kymari. Over half of the males would be bachelors for life. That made for some stiff competition for any available ladies.

I tilted my head cutely and trilled at her. She said, “Do you think I could touch her?”

Taureen spoke carefully, “We can try, but other than one child, I am the only one she lets touch her. She tends to give lots of warning if she is about to scratch though.”

Taureen slowly stood up with me still on his arm, and he raised his arm up a bit higher in front of him. “Easy Tasha.”

The lady slowly held out her hand towards me as I watched her. I slowly stretched out my neck, and she let me sniff her fingers. I gently bumped her fingers with my nose, and she moved her hand to gently stroke my neck.

Let’s see if I can’t give Taureen an opening if he is seriously interested in her. Perhaps he will focus less on me if he starts pursuing her. It was a doubtful thought though, as a bond animal handler in their society, I would always come first with him since it served their race’s needs. 

Taureen was still free to court women and marry, but any female knew that he would be unable to give them his full attention. For humans, this would likely be a turn off, but among Kymari, it showed that the male was extremely responsible if he was trusted with such a role. It also reflected the fact that he was capable of taking care of a creature perfectly, even to an Elder’s high standards, and thus, would have no issues caring for children.

It gave Taureen a serious edge if she did consider him as a potential mate.

She gazed at me in wonder. “Her scales are so smooth.”

I rubbed my head against her wrist and hummed, seeing if I could help Taureen charm her. At the moment, he was watching me in complete surprise. I grinned internally at his reaction. Then again, I had never reacted positively towards a Kymari before – and Taureen had to work for weeks just for me to drop my guard enough to wrestle with his hand. Soranto would have probably fallen over in shock…

The lady carefully brushed her fingers over my wings. “I usually watch the wild ones sing in the morning, but of course, I never got close. Does she sing like the wild ones do?”

Taureen replied, “Yes. She sings and flies in a similar pattern. Would you like to come over one morning to watch her up close?”

I restrained a chuckle as he tried to use my presence as bribery. She slowly nodded. “I would love that. Does tomorrow work for you?”

He nodded genially as she gently scratched me under the chin. He said, “Yes, feel free to stop by any morning. If you scratch the base of her wings, she will probably really like that. She can’t reach that area on her own.”

I was amused; for her to ask to come tomorrow showed that she was quite interested in either Taureen or me. I leaned against her wrist and hummed as she found an itchy spot. She pulled her hand back as I sighed and shook myself.

She took a reluctant step back. “Unfortunately, I have to go. I will stop by your place tomorrow morning.”

“I look forward to seeing you then.”

She nodded slowly as she finally transferred her gaze to examine him. “My name is Aeria.”

Taureen bowed his head. “My name is Taureen.”

She nodded before glancing down at me, and her eyes softened. “See you later, Tasha.”

I sat on Taureen’s wrist with an innocent look and trilled at her. I noticed her hide a smile as she turned to go. That had gone very well. For a female to give her name during a chance meeting was unusual. Taureen would have known her name, but until she offered it, it wasn’t polite for him to use it when talking to her.

She must be intrigued to have agreed so easily. Hopefully she is interested in Taureen and not just me. Then again, this is not a popular park, so her appearance here was not just random chance. The fact that she didn’t ask where he lived also means that she was doing her homework before approaching him.

Taureen handed me a piece of shia fruit and murmured, “Thank you for that. You have no idea how important that was for me.”

I nibbled the fruit happily while humming. 

   

       Soranto shook his head in disbelief. “Not possible. Other than Maria, no one else has managed to touch that creature of yours unless she was heavily drugged.”

Taureen shrugged while I lounged on a wall perch. “Not even a growl. But I am quite thankful for that.”

Tkael commented, “It might be because Aeria is female. Tasha could just have issues with most men. Either way, congratulations. I hope it works out for you.”

Taureen looked somewhat excited. “Thanks. I am hopeful, although I know my chances are slim.”

Tkael found his excitement amusing. “You forget that you are one of only eight bond animal handlers on this planet, and none of the others are near her age. It is quite unusual for someone under three centuries to be permitted to have a bond animal. That is a huge honor from the Elders.”

Soranto looked thoughtful, “Think about it for a moment. Most males who are highly honored are also very busy and tend to be in the thick of the bigger battles. With Tasha, that isn’t going to happen. You will never be in a warzone with her unless it has been cleared, so you will never be in an overly hazardous situation. Your time is taken up with an animal that also allows a female to join in the activity.”

Tkael nodded. “He is correct. Most females are left widows by their fifth century when their mate dies in battle. No female wants to lose her mate. That fate is much less likely with your position. You may be tracking sicora, but the fighters accompanying you are not supposed to let those creatures near you two. Then again, a creature that will warn if a sicora is in the area would be a huge benefit in a household. She would probably also protect children from any danger as well.”

Taureen contemplated that for a moment before commenting, “Aeria is coming over tomorrow morning to watch Tasha sing.”

Soranto looked shocked. “Tomorrow? Wow. I have never heard of Aeria taking a suitor or showing interest before. You likely have a decent chance if she approached you. Even my mate didn’t want to go for a walk for four days.”

Taureen looked smug and didn’t reply. Looks like their praise has puffed up his ego. Great. I peeled a bit of bark off of the wood and flicked it with my tail so it hit Taureen. He looked up at me incredulously. I rolled upside down on the wall mounted piece of wood and trilled innocently at him. 

Soranto chuckled at my obvious innocent act while Taureen just shook his head.


Chapter 40





I barely noticed Aeria’s arrival as the sun slowly peeked above the horizon. The sun had most of my attention since it was almost time to begin. I jumped into the air with a trill to start my routine. I was glad that my wing had fully recovered. It had healed beautifully and I couldn’t tell that it had ever been injured. I looped and whirled through the air while I joyfully greeted the sun. 

Once the song ended, I banked and headed over to land on the arm of Taureen’s patio chair. Aeria was sitting in a second chair a courteous distance away and was watching me with bright, excited eyes. A close-up seat at my display had obviously made her morning.

Taureen offered me a piece of fruit, and I took it and nibbled on it. I could easily fit each tiny piece in my mouth, but I saw no point in not savoring my food. Aeria shifted her chair closer and reached for the fruit bowl. Taureen pointed to a piece of red fruit. “She really likes this one.”

Aeria took that one and held it out to me. I examined her face carefully before slowly reaching out to gently take it from her. A smile lit up her face. I blinked as realization struck me; bond animals usually refused to have anything to do with those who were not their handlers. She knew from Taureen’s past comments that I had never tolerated someone else before. 

Taureen fed me a few more pieces while she watched. She took another piece and held it beside the arm of her chair before softly calling, “Come here.”

I gave her a hard look. I still had a grudge against commands and only listened to Taureen to humor him. I wasn’t sure if I was ready to add a second person to the list of those I listened to. Her soft coaxing was not like Soranto or Tkael’s commands of authority. That difference might just make it tolerable. 

I glanced up at Taureen. He nodded and spoke softly, “Go on.” The familiar command and hope in his eyes prompted a big sigh of resignation before I jumped from his lap to the arm of her chair to delicately take the fruit from her hand. The things I do for him…

She started feeding me more of the fruit. With numerous glances at Taureen, and with his encouragement, I was eventually sitting in her lap as she used pieces of fruit to lure me over one step at a time. She gently stroked my neck and back as I nibbled on yet another piece of fruit.

Her face was entranced as she fed me. At this point, I was beginning to wonder if she came here this morning to see Taureen or get a close up look at a fire-lizard. Eventually, the bowl was empty, and I shook out my wings while watching Taureen bring out the kit with the cleaning supplies.

He glanced at Aeria. “She loves being groomed, would you wish to try?”

Aeria’s eyes lit up as she nodded. “You will have to guide me,” she said. “I am not sure what has to be done.”

He passed her the small scrub brush. “Run this over her scales. Yes, just like that. See how the scales shine? We want that kind of shine in every groove where her scales overlap.”

I slowly lay down in her lap as she buffed my scales, still unable to really relax with this stranger. Taureen spoke softly, “Now that she has lain down, you can gently unfold her wings to clean them well. You will have to be gentle with her wings.”

Aeria carefully pulled my wings open, and I let her. I kept a watchful eye on her as she gently buffed the scales. Just because I am humoring and helping Taureen does not mean that I trust her just yet. 

Taureen handed her the soft cloth. “Wipe her scales down with this to get any dust or debris off.”

Once she was done, he handed her the little vial of oil that I watched in anticipation. “Put a few drops on your fingers and rub it into her scales. Work it into the scale joints; it hydrates her skin and relieves any itching.”

I slowly lowered my head as my eyes glazed over under her ministrations. She must have had training in massage. I slowly relaxed as she massaged the oil in with Taureen’s advice. My neck was stretched to the side along her leg as my wings were draped across her lap like a small jeweled blanket. Hard to remain slightly suspicious when I am half asleep.

I barely stirred even when she delicately rubbed the oil between my toes, but that was normal when I was getting an oil massage. She finished and just stroked my neck while I slowly came back to my senses. I yawned before slowly getting to my feet.

I shook myself vigorously, and Aeria made a soft exclamation of surprise when my scales tinkled. “I didn’t know their scales could make that noise. That was almost musical.”

Taureen quietly responded, “We weren’t aware at first either. Tasha often surprises us since we can’t observe the wild ones easily.”

Aeria nodded in understanding. I got to my feet and spread my wings before slowly taking to the air. As nice as she had been, she was still a Kymari, and I was only really at ease with Taureen. The morning had helped me relax some around her, but deep down, I had reached my time limit with this stranger, which was triggering instincts that wanted some space.

I landed on a large rock in the garden and spread my wings to sunbathe in the sun’s growing heat.

“Can I come by again tomorrow morning?” There was no mistaking that she had enjoyed herself.

“Certainly. You are always welcome here, Aeria.”

Taureen escorted her through the house to the front door while I drowsed lightly in the sun. We had some time before we had to go to work.


Chapter 41

            

I reclined on Taureen’s shoulder as he walked through another building. Our shift was almost over, and we had not found anything. I sniffed the air and looked at Taureen in surprise. He saw my look and chuckled as he walked down another hallway.

I sat up while glancing around in building excitement. Taureen stopped by a door and pressed the doorbell. 

“Come in.”

The door opened and Taureen walked in. Tran and Vick followed us inside. I stood up eagerly, glancing at Taureen for the okay to leave his shoulder. He held up his hand, and I jumped onto it. Alec spoke quietly, “Wait until they see her first, just in case they react poorly.”

I reared up on my hind legs in excitement with my wings spread out for balance and let out a high-pitched whistle of greeting, “Serena, Tom, are you two going to ignore me or what?!”

They had been curled up in a corner together, pointedly ignoring whoever might have entered. Their heads whipped around so fast that I was surprised they didn’t get whiplash. “Tasha!” 

Tom jumped into the air with his own excited whistle of greeting. Taureen held out his hand. “Go on.”

I jumped up to swirl in the air with Tom in a reunion dance. I dropped to the floor where Serena waited impatiently for her own greeting. Nose and wing bumps had to suffice. I glanced at the odd cast across her chest and light restraints on her wings. “They aren’t letting you fly yet, I gather?”

She snorted faintly at the reminder. “No, but that might be for the best. You have no idea how happy I am to see you.”

I chuckled and draped a wing companionably over her shoulder as she nuzzled my shoulder. I pulled my wing back and shook myself off before asking, “So, why do you two look like you are in time out in this corner?”

Serena shook herself as well, as if she couldn’t figure out why I even had to ask. “We can’t stand being near the Kymari.”

I tilted my head and chirped inquiringly, “Aren’t you cold? The heat lamp is on the main table.” 

Alec’s apartment was set up in a similar fashion to Taureen’s old one. Although there was a big heat lamp over a sand tray on the central table as opposed to on an end table. After walking around in buildings and ships all day, heat sounded really good to me.

Tom blinked as disbelief colored his voice. “It is on the table in front of them, how can you even think about going that close to them?”

I stretched my wings lazily and warbled my amusement. “I just rode around on the shoulders of one for seven hours. They are far enough from the table that their proximity won’t bother me much.” 

Truth be told, the table had obviously been moved away from the chairs. The Kymari would have to get off of their seats to even reach the edge of the table. Tom shook himself off in dislike of that idea. “I have no idea how you can stand them touching you. What is up with all of the sound effects anyways?”

I turned and walked towards the table before jumping on it. I lay down on the hot sand and regarded the two wide-eyed dragonets in the corner who couldn’t really believe that I was so close to the Kymari.

I said, “The extra sound effects were because they have the video recorder rolling, and we would have stood out otherwise.”

I lowered my head to my hands and blinked slowly at them as I enjoyed the heat. “Besides, I don’t let all of them touch me. You get to choose who you allow contact with. I chose Taureen since I didn’t have much of a choice in the beginning, and we already got along well enough by the time I returned. No one else in this room will likely even try at this point since I hissed at them so much in the past.”

They both looked at me in shock, obviously most of this was news to them. I rolled around in the sand a bit. “This sand is nice and warm. It is a pity that my heat lamp doesn’t get this hot. Why don’t you come on up? I can ensure that the others keep their hands at a distance. I can’t do anything about Taureen, but I doubt that he will try to get close. He already has his hands full with just me; he isn’t about to try and charm two more dragonets.”

I raised my head and trilled at them like a mother calling her fledglings. Serena narrowed her eyes at my call, but her eyes kept drifting to the heat lamp and then to the Kymari who were watching silently from their seats on the far side of the room.

I spread my wings out to catch the heat and snuggled into the sand a bit more, just to rub it in. Serena’s expression turned envious, and she took a slow step forward. She hesitated as she got to the point where she had to jump up to table.

I murmured quietly, “The heat will make your injuries feel better.”

She jumped up and approached me. She sighed in relief as the heat hit her. She lay down beside me as Tom settled down on her other side. Both kept a sharp eye on the Kymari. I yawned and closed my eyes as I soaked up the heat.

Serena spoke quietly in my mind, “How can you relax like that? Aren’t you scared that they will kill you or something?”

I cracked an eye open to see her confused expression. I said, “If they wanted us dead, they had plenty of chances before this. Besides, dragonets are protected by law now. Those of us in captivity have even more protection. Anyone who thinks about even touching one needs permission from the handler. If anyone tried to harm me, they would have to fight their way through Taureen to get to me. Alec would protect you two similarly. Honest, the Kymari are not human.”

Tom tilted his head as he tried to understand. “Why would Alec do that for us?”

I blinked slowly as I tried to simplify it. “Alec is to you two, exactly what Taureen is to me. A specially designated handler, protector, and caretaker.”

They were silent as they mulled that over.

I heard Alec sigh as he relaxed a bit. “I am glad that they are getting along. I was hoping that Tasha would help calm these two down. I have been trying to get them under that heat lamp for days while I was in the room.”

Tom looked at me with wide eyes. “How do they know your name?”

I winced at his inquiry. “Good question. Take my advice and never direct your mindspeech at a Kymari. I think they can hear it. I thank my lucky stars that Taureen was asleep when I was muttering at him.”

Taureen responded, “How much progress have you made?”

Alec shook his head. “Some in the tolerance department, but nothing more. The bit of headway I made with the male disappeared as soon as his mate was up and moving. They keep reinforcing each other’s fears, but I refuse to separate them.”

Taureen tilted his head. “Have you tried luring them over with sunburst berries?”

“It only works some of the time, and even then, only the male comes over. The male takes food to the female. I haven’t been able to get her to come close even once.”

Tran spoke, “What are the odds of them being released?”

Alec shook his head. “Next to zero. It is an established pair, so it won’t affect the population. If something happens to that park, we lose most of the population - and that would be a disaster. They are also worried about the appearance of the sicora and crawlers. They want another fire lizard handler making rounds as soon as possible.”

Serena whispered sadly. “I know you said we would be entering captivity, but I thought that we might have a chance at being released.”

I sighed lightly. “It isn’t as bad as it looks. Once you build up trust, he will let you off-leash in various parks. Although if you run away, he will find you and probably won’t let you off-leash again. I have been to the central park and let off-leash half a dozen times now, allowing me to visit the others.”

She looked at me in confusion. “You seem to enjoy this life. Why?”

I gazed at her as I tried to word it in a way that they would understand. “It allows me to make a difference. My sense of smell has been responsible for the death of half a dozen sicora and almost two dozen crawlers already.”

The desire to see sicora dead was a powerful thing. It was almost as if it were rooted as deeply in our blood as the Morning Song was. She regarded me quietly as she considered my point of view. She said, “How do you do that?”

“Taureen walks all over the city and through the trade ships. If I scent something, I hiss and act up. I often lead them closer, and they kill it.”

I caught a scent in the air and turned my head to look at Taureen as he subtly passed Alec something. Taureen caught my knowing gaze and knew he was caught. He held a piece of fruit in his hand, and I got up and jumped with wing-assist to land on his lap to take the treat. He glanced behind me at the two incredulous dragonets and offered me another piece.

“Serena, creel at me as if you were a hatchling begging. Honest, you will like this.”

She bobbed her head and creeled obediently. Her voice was thoroughly confused though. “Why?”

I turned my head to look at her before flying over to her to offer her the piece of fruit in my mouth. She sniffed it, and her eyes widened before she took the fruit without complaining about how I offered it. She knew we had to act like animals with our observers, and from the scent of the fruit, she knew it was worth it.

The piece of shia fruit swiftly disappeared, and her eyes travelled to Taureen, checking if he had more. She asked, “What was that fruit?”

“Shia fruit. I have no idea where Taureen gets it, but I am positive that he has it shipped in from another planet just for me.”

Alec glanced at Taureen with slight jealousy. Taureen was amused at his friend’s look as he said, “Offer a piece to her. Go slowly and let them smell it. They had a taste, so they might be more willing to come once they catch the scent.”

Alec held a piece of the fruit so it was visible between his finger and thumb before easing off of the chair and going to his knees beside the table.  The other two dragonets shifted uneasily, but remained where they were with frequent glances at my calm body language. 

Alec kept an eye on me to ensure that he didn’t get close enough for me to hiss at him. He held the piece of fruit at the edge of the table and waited. I flared my nostrils at the scent, but I wasn’t about to go to Alec. 

Serena stretched her neck out as she looked at the tempting fruit. She took a few hesitant steps closer and glanced at me. “He won’t ever harm me, right?”

My answer was instantaneous and without doubt. “Never.”

She glanced back at Tom, who was watching her closely. “Tom, do you feel like joining me? It is just a small step now, but I want to hunt sicora. I remember how it felt when we killed that one in the park, and it felt right.”

Tom walked up beside her and nuzzled her head. His words were for her alone; although, considering that he had been willing to follow her into captivity when she got injured, he was probably willing to help her hunt down those dreadful creatures that we longed to see dead. She returned the gesture before slowly approaching Alec and cautiously taking the fruit. Alec kept slowly feeding both of them the tiny bits of tantalizing shia fruit. 

I shook myself off and went over to Taureen for some shia fruit. No sense in those two being the only ones to pig out on the decadent fruit. He must have given most of what he had on him to Alec since he only had a couple of pieces. He pulled out the cleaning kit as a substitute since he was out of good treats. Good enough for me.

I lay on his lap as he scrubbed my scales clean. He was already rubbing in the oil before Serena and Tom were full of shia fruit. Serena was staring hard in disbelief and eventually asked, “Did he drug you? Tom looked like that the first couple of days.”

I gazed at them lazily. “Some things in life are even better than shia fruit, and this is one of them. Whatever oil they use is amazing. Way better than any massage invented.”

Serena lifted her head and tried to scent the air. Taureen started working on the muscles where my wing joined to my back, and I closed my eyes, humming contentedly. Aeria may have had a soft touch, but Taureen was able to work out any stiff or sore muscles. I was nearly asleep when I heard snuffling by my head.

I opened my eyes and blinked sleepily at Serena who had crept onto the couch beside Taureen as she checked to ensure that I was all right. I stretched my wings a bit wider before relaxing again. Tom was on the edge of the table, watching both of us anxiously.

“Do you want me to come closer to see if he might oil some of your scales? I will be right here, so you won’t be alone.”

Serena bobbed her head nervously as she glanced at the silent Kymari who were watching her. I rolled to the side a bit and slid down onto the couch, leaning against Taureen’s leg. I lifted up a wing and lazily stretched it out so it halfway draped over her shoulders like I had done when greeting her.

I told her, “Lie down and try to relax. He might massage a bit of the oil into your scales when he does my wing. If you get scared, you can just jump down from the couch.”

She shuffled her feet nervously before slowly lying down under my wing, keeping a close eye on Taureen, who had pulled his hands back for the moment. I hummed reassuringly and lowered my head to rest on the couch near her. She nervously lowered her chin as she also rested her head near mine. 

Taureen moved one hand to keep massaging my back. After a while, Serena relaxed a bit since he hadn’t touched her yet. Her eyes went back to her mate, who was watching anxiously from the heat lamp. In her distraction, I saw Taureen slowly move his hand to where her neck brushed the edge of my wing and very lightly rubbed a bit of oil in. She turned her head to watch him with wide eyes as she trembled lightly in fear at the touch.

I nuzzled her jaw, and she remained where she was, which would have taken some courage on her part. It was only seconds before the oil sunk in, and her shaking subsided as she realized how good the oil felt. I lowered my head once more, and she slowly lowered her chin to the couch beside my head; her head was angled so that she could keep a nervous eye on him. Taureen slowly worked his way up her neck, slowly and lightly massaging the oil in, but didn’t go close to her head.

He moved his hand back to my wing, and Serena watched his hand move away with a faint look of longing. She said, “That did feel good. I wasn’t aware of how dry my skin actually was.”

I hummed my agreement. “Just wait until you let Alec clean and oil all of your scales.”

She whined lightly, conflicted. “I kind of wish he would do my back; it has been itching something fierce the last week.”

I yawned and scratched lazily at one of my ear tufts. “Then nudge his hand with your wing. He didn’t want to put you past your comfort zone. He can’t do much about the spots under your cast, but he can probably help with the rest of it.”

She glanced back at his hand for a moment before getting to her feet and sliding out from under my wing. Taureen stopped massaging my wing, being careful not to spook the flighty scarlet female. She turned around and cautiously sniffed the hand that Taureen held still for her to inspect. She trembled lightly with nerves before she gently rubbed her shoulder against his oiled hand. 

He cautiously started rubbing her back, and she nervously lay down beside me. She sighed in relief as he oiled her back and eased the itch. I was amused to note that she had started to relax the same way I had when I got oiled for the first time. 

She crooned and leaned against his hand as he lightly scratched his nails in that really itchy spot along the base of the wing. “That feels so good…”

I chuckled across the mindlink. “This is beginning to look like a ‘see who can spoil the dragonets more’ party.” 

I closed my eyes as Taureen used his other hand to rub oil into my wings. Between the oiling and the fruit, Serena had gotten over her original aversion of the Kymari. It would still take time for her to get over her nervousness and fear, let alone build trust, but it was a start.

Alec had a chance of tempting them closer now that they had tasted the delicious fruit and had their dry skin oiled. Those were two things that we couldn’t find in the wild, and the dragonets would associate those good things with the Kymari, which would help them eventually get over their fear.

The lure of seeing more of those detestable sicora dead was just a good cover story for those still in the park.


Chapter 42





I splashed in the water at the edge of the shallow pond. Taureen and Aeria were walking in the knee-deep water closer to the large waterfall. The strong wind blew the spray away from them, and I also remained on the upwind side to avoid the mist. I chortled as Taureen’s neck flushed slightly at some comment she made; I couldn’t hear it over the waterfall, but it had likely been a compliment. The last two weeks had seen her show up every morning to watch me. 

She often stayed to help feed and groom me, which had taken more than a bit of effort on my part. It wasn’t easy for me to get used to allowing another Kymari near me. From discussions I overheard, Taureen had admitted to Tkael and Soranto that he had always had a slight crush on her since their youth. Apparently, Aeria and Taureen had grown up in the same city, and Taureen’s confession did not seem to be news to his two old friends. 

This was Taureen’s second walk with Aeria, and they both seemed to be enjoying it. I get to enjoy not having him focus solely on me the entire time as well. An extra bonus.

It was windy today, and the trees at the top of the waterfall were swaying strongly. The one tree was starting to lean pretty good though. My eyes widened in fear as I watched it; the large tree was starting to fall - and Taureen and Aeria were below that section of the cliff.

The tree shuddered as the base gave way, and it started to fall over the cliff. The two below didn’t hear the noise above the roar of the waterfall. The image of the tree toppling towards them was branded into my mind. “Look out!”

Taureen glanced up before grabbing Aeria’s arm and swiftly hauling her out of the shallow pond. Both swiftly backed up as the massive tree settled where they had been standing moments before. Aeria’s voice shook slightly. “That was a close call. Thank you.”

“You’re welcome.” 

Taureen turned to glance at me as I sat in the far end of the pool watching them. Realization crossed his expression for a split second before it disappeared. I pinned my ear tufts back in sudden worry. Uh oh. He must have heard my mindvoice. It was the only way he would have known about the tree. Now what is going to happen?

Aeria glanced at the top of the waterfall and said, “Why don’t we go down the trail? Once we are away from the waterfall, we will hear if any more trees decide to come down.”

Taureen nodded and held up his hand. “Tasha, to fist.”

I was nervous, but flew over like normal. Play it cool. Act normal. Hopefully, he didn’t notice anything and I am just overreacting. I landed on his fist, and he transferred me to his shoulder as they walked down the path. They paused in a meadow to let me fly around for a while before parting ways to head back home.

I settled down under the heat lamp as my mind still moved at warp speed. My mind kept going back to the scientists in the lab, where such a discovery would have meant certain death for us. Taureen settled into his usual spot and seemed deep in thought. He turned his head to look at me. “Thank you for that warning. It probably saved both Aeria and myself.”

Shit. He knew it was me too. I shifted uneasily as I realized that he had connected the details. He slowly blinked as he watched me. “My words scared you. Why are you nervous? Surely you know that I won’t hurt you.” 

I forgot how well he could read my body language after all this time. He reached over, and I closed my eyes. I couldn’t stop a slight tremble as my nervousness increased. He gently ran his hand over my back. “Easy.” This time he spoke as if to a small child. 

He gently picked me up and cradled me against his chest in both arms. He held me quietly for some time as my heart rate slowly decreased. He spoke softly and slowly, “I tell you truly, I would never harm you. Please, tell me what is scaring you.”

He obviously knew I could understand him at this point. I was also reminded that Taureen had never been like the scientists in the lab. My secret was out, and he obviously knew that it had been me that had shouted that warning.

I sighed quietly and mindspoke him softly, “In theory, you shouldn’t be able to hear me. In the past, those who discovered our intelligence tried to kill us when they realized that we could think and were aware.”

His quiet deep voice was more felt than heard as I leaned against his chest. “Which races? How many were killed?”

I skirted around the truth. “We know the humans we had eavesdropped on would have killed those they held captive if had they realized that we were not just normal animals. The white aliens, the ones that your kind drove off, killed almost all of our friends and family.”

“How many fire lizards died?”

I once more evaded a direct answer. “Many. Other than those who were born during the last seven years, not a single survivor is even remotely related.”

He took a deep slow breath, and I could tell that he was trying to control his anger at this news. “We have checked all over this planet and we have only found your kind in that one park. Are the only survivors in that group?”

I resigned myself to continuing this discussion, somehow trusting that Taureen wouldn’t harm any of my friends. “As far as we can tell.”

That did not seem to surprise him, although I suspected that he or Alec had contacted every city on this planet to see if they had seen any fire lizards in their area. He said, “I assume you realize from my discussions with my friends that your kind is currently protected, right?”

“Kymari ways often confuse me. I picked up something like that, but I am not sure of the details.”

I finally opened up an eye to peek up at him as he still cradled me gently against his chest. He nodded slowly, “I will keep your secret, but even if others find out, it will not change the protection. In order to reverse that decree, many of your kind would have to specifically target our race or our children.”

I blinked in surprise; I had not realized that. My blood memories still told me that the Kymari did not share their planets with any other races. Perhaps it was the fact that the dragonets looked like animals and didn’t have any sort of technology of our own. Their customs may just count us as an extremely intelligent animal. It wasn’t as if we could compete with the Kymari…

He gently stroked my neck. “Looking back at our past interactions is odd. Some pieces of the puzzle seem to fit better now that I know, but if it helps, your act was very good. I knew you were smart and strong-willed, but I didn’t realize that you were more than a mere animal.”

Glad I got something right. He curiously inquired, “You must have known what I was doing. Why did you start to act tame?”

I blinked slowly at him. “It wasn’t so much that I got tame, as I lost my fear. In the beginning, I was terrified. We were convinced that getting close to any race was a death sentence. As time went by, the fear started to dissipate, and I could relax more while you were around.”

“You knew what I was doing. You could have resisted and balked at every turn, yet you didn’t. I am not sure I understand.” He was trying to see things from my point of view and failing. Kymari were not human. Then again, the dragonets were no longer human either.

I lifted my head to look at his face as I tried to explain it as best I could. “I may be aware, but my instincts are very strong, and I can’t always fight them. I have more in common with many animals than I care to admit. Your techniques were designed to tame and build trust. In the end, you succeeded in destroying the fear while building trust.”

He nodded slowly, seeming touched that he had managed that much with a somewhat reluctant person. 

He blinked as another thought hit him. “Who broke the gate and harmed you?” I could sense the rage from the old event rising, although he was trying to look calm. He was watching me intently.

I shrugged as much as I could. “I am not sure who broke the gate, but it wasn’t a Kymari who made that small cut.”

He blinked in obvious surprise. “Then who injured you?”

“One of my friends among the dragonets cut the tracker out to give me more time with them.”

He was silent for some time. “Does the tracker bother you?”

I considered it for a moment. “The old one was somewhat uncomfortable if pressure was applied in that area. I can’t feel this one. Now that you let me go to the main park, its presence doesn’t really bother me.”

He said, “Sorry. I wasn’t aware that you were intelligent, and at that point, I was scared that you wouldn’t return if you got loose. The second one was in case someone tried to kidnap you.” 

I nuzzled his arm wordlessly as an acceptance of the apology. He hadn’t known. 

His voice dropped to a quieter level. “I am very glad that you returned though. I couldn’t believe how much I missed you.” He met my eyes once more. “You could have left so easily when you got free. Why did you return?”

I slowly responded, “Truth be told, at that point, I was so happy to be free that I didn’t intend on returning. The following days didn’t feel right though, it was like something was missing. It was pure chance that I stumbled across you. I had no idea that you were around.”

I tilted my head before continuing. “At that point, I had a choice. I couldn’t see myself hiding from every Kymari passing through the park for the rest of my life, and I really enjoyed helping hunt down the sicora. Oddly enough, I missed your company and what we do.”

He was quiet for some time. “What was the worst part when we originally caught you?”

My voice was low as I went through my memories. “At first, it was simply the terror of being caged. Most of us had been trapped in tiny human cages that we could barely spread our wings in. Some of us were in there for years. The fear of being trapped again in such conditions created an unthinking terror that was not easy to overcome.”

“And after the terror had subsided?”

I tilted my head as I considered the question. “I think the most irritating thing was being handfed. I have mostly gotten used to it now.”

I could see that he was thinking hard, probably comparing his past thoughts with all of this new knowledge. He said, “I can see how that could be annoying. How about if you keep talking to me, then I let you eat on your own? In public, I would have to hand you the fruit to keep up appearances.”

I perked up slightly at tempting offer. “Sounds good to me.” 

That had been my biggest irritation. I didn’t mind tidbits when out and about, but this would make meals much easier. He chuckled lightly at my eager response.

He inquired, “Why do the sicora bother your type so much?”

I tilted my head. “We aren’t sure why, but the mere smell or sight of them sends us into a rage.” I added a bit of humor to my voice, “We consider it a glitch in our instincts.”

He shifted me slightly so I could curl up easier. “I would feel much better if you wouldn’t get so close to them. They could easily kill you.”

I said, “It is situations like that where you are better off to clip the leash on me. That is one of those cases where our instincts go overboard, and we have extreme difficulty with control.”

He looked slightly surprised. “You won’t mind?”

I shook my head. “I may act mad, but that is just my instincts talking in the heat of the moment. Once I manage to calm down, it won’t bother me in the least. I have had too many close calls with those things as it is - and they have the audacity to be larger than me.”

He started laughing at my indignation that they were bigger than me. I had never heard him actually laugh before. It was a very deep sound. I grinned as I realized that he had lowered his guard around me now that he realized he didn’t have to act calm to avoid startling me.

He shook his head as his laughter subsided. “Alec mentioned that he has been making excellent progress with the two fire lizards he is caring for. I assume that you spoke with them during our visit?”

I nodded. “It was during that visit that they finally decided that they also wanted to help hunt sicora. So even though they are trying, they are still fighting old fears while Alec tries to build trust with them.”

I continued to let Taureen hold me against his chest. He looked down at me and inquired, “Is there anything that would help them with the transition?”

“Not really,” I said with a shrug. “Time, patience, and kindness will do most of the work. Those oil massages are extremely relaxing and really help. The shia fruit is a real temptation as well.”

He chuckled softly. “I noticed the difference in your behavior once you let me use that oil.”

I grinned at him silently while he looked at me in amusement. I had expected to feel guilt at revealing the dragonets’ most carefully guarded secret, yet what I mostly felt was relief. I knew that Taureen would keep my secret, and I no longer had to hide it from him. It was a huge burden off my back.

Our talk had brought us closer together. I could feel a slight shift in how we treated one another now, although the word that came to mind was friendship. I have an odd feeling that he will talk to me much more than all of the dragonets combined… The thought actually sounded kind of nice considering how little I heard from my old friends lately.


Chapter 43

          

I yawned from under the heat lamp as Taureen exited his room. “Good morning.”

I stretched my wings as I replied, “Good morning.” 

Now that he figured out I could talk, he was probably going to talk to me more now than he had in the past. Although come to think of it, he did talk a fair bit to me before he realized that I understood him. I just never responded in words he could understand.

He left the back door open as he went out into the garden. After a bit more stretching to warm up my muscles, I flew out to the garden. He was unlocking the back gate, and I could already see Aeria coming down the street.

I took my usual perch as I waited for the sun to grace us with its light. With a cry of joy, I sprang into the air. I loved the feeling that the Morning Song created; there was so much joy and delight in the new day that my heart simply couldn’t hold it all and let it spill out in song and dance for all to enjoy.

Once the song ended, I glided over to land on Taureen’s shoulder. I nuzzled his chin while humming, and he gently stroked my wing. Aeria watched the two of us interact with a faint look that reminded me of envy. She hid it before I could really tell though.

He moved the bowl of fruit beside his leg and uncovered it. The pieces were a bit larger today. He held one in his hand, although I noticed that the bowl was in a spot where I could eat from it if I wanted.

I jumped down to his lap and gently took the piece from his hand. It was still small enough that I didn’t need to use my hands to eat it. I decided to ignore the bowl that he was leaving open as per his promise.

Part of it was to keep up appearances with Aeria here, and part of it was because it didn’t really bother me at this point. I was going to eat my fill of a variety of fruits that were otherwise unavailable to me if I had been in the wild. Had I still been human, it would have been a bit degrading, but as a dragonet, it really didn’t matter.

Aeria and Taureen kept offering me pieces until I was full. Once more, Taureen brought out the cleaning kit, and this time he did the cleaning himself while Aeria watched.

I murmured sleepily as Taureen picked me up off of his lap and cradled me in his arms. I had fallen asleep during the oiling and blinked sleepily at the world around me. Taureen escorted Aeria to the back door and let her out before heading inside.

He sat down on the couch and placed me on his lap once more. I stretched, although I remained lying on his lap as I looked at him with still-drowsy eyes. He seemed amused. “Does the oiling really affect you so, or is it partly an act?”

I contemplated the heavenly feeling of the muscles being massaged and skin being hydrated before pushing the feelings into his mind without words. He blinked slowly, somewhat stunned from the foreign emotions entering his mind. It had caught him off guard since he hadn’t been expecting it. He still wasn’t used to my words in his head, and I had not yet used plain emotions as an answer.

I apologized, “Sorry, I forgot that you might not be used to such a method of communication.”

He refocused on me. “No worries. It was interesting.”

Curiosity ate at me and I tilted my head in inquiry. “How do my emotions compare to yours? I know in theory that our races can somewhat feel the same emotions, but how they are felt must be different.”

He thought for a moment before replying, “Yours seem more simplistic and primal. Mine are almost always tempered by other thoughts and emotions, quite analytical and evaluating. We see things from every angle and have a hard time focusing on just one emotion. Perhaps my race thinks too much, or that is what several other races claim at any rate.”

I nodded; that kind of reminded me of life as a human when I had been super busy studying and trying to get good grades, although I knew that Kymari didn’t think the same way humans did. Back then, I had simply been too busy to slow down and just enjoy life. My dragonet instincts influenced me enough that I didn’t exactly think like a human anymore either. At this point, I probably do have more in common with cats than with my old human self.

He glanced at the window. “Why exactly do you fly and sing like that every morning?”

“It is the Morning Song. It calls to us in a way that I can’t put words to. It raises joyous emotions within us to the point that almost nothing can distract us from it. It… makes us feel complete.” I regarded him for a moment. “Think you are up to another glimpse of my emotions?”

He nodded and waited. I closed my eyes to pull up the memory of this morning’s song. The feeling as the sun conducted my very voice and wings. How the joy and elation overflowed my heart and spurred me to greater efforts. The sense that all was right with the world simply because another day had begun.

I gathered them up like a handful of precious gems and gently pushed them into Taureen’s mind. I opened my eyes to look at him. His eyes were closed, and he had tilted his head a bit as he tried to absorb and make sense of what had appeared in his mind.

It was quite some time before he opened his eyes. “I have never felt or heard of anything like that. Most just find it fascinating to watch and listen to the fire lizards. I had no idea that you were actually feeling something like that. I see why you were unable to put words to it.”

I nodded my understanding. Taureen glanced at the clock and said, “I should get ready. Tran and Vick will be here shortly.”

I stepped off of his lap and went under the heat lamp to wait. It wasn’t long before he was ready. He held up the harness and looked at me. “I still remember the first time I put this on you.”

I chuckled. “So do I. For some odd reason, Soranto never really tried to pet me after seeing me flame it. At the time, I was upset at your forethought of making it fireproof. You wouldn’t have wanted to hear my mindvoice at that particular moment.”

He found that amusing and examined the harness. “Does wearing it bother you now?”

I shook my head. “No more than the shoulder pads likely bother you. It is odd how one can get used to something over time.”

I left the warm sand and wandered over to allow him to buckle it on me. I stepped onto his wrist, and he lifted me to his shoulder before we left to check along the city walls.





*      *      *



I sniffed the air and got to my feet with a low growl. Taureen, Tran, and Vick glanced at me as their weapons appeared in their hands. They proceeded down the spaceship corridor cautiously with weapons at the ready.

When they came to a junction, I circled the area before returning to Taureen’s shoulder and staring at one passageway. They headed in that direction, and I whispered into Taureen’s mind, “Crawler. The scent is faint, but there is one on board somewhere.”

He gave no indication that he heard me, although I knew he had. He had an excellent poker face when others were around. I could easily talk to him without being overheard, but he wasn’t as fortunate unless we were alone. He had grown used to my mindvoice over the past week, and even my rare glimpses of pure emotion didn’t seem to faze him.

I circled another intersection, and they followed my pointed stare once more. I was getting more restless as the scent strengthened. We entered a room with numerous air vents passing through a purifier. I hissed as I glanced around, my claws digging into the shoulder pad as the desire to flame that creepy crawly grew.

“It may be in this room, but I am not entirely sure,” I said, eyeing up all of the air vents and potential hiding places that the mutant spider might be hiding behind.

Taureen crossed the room slowly and passed through the open door leading to the next room. I turned around on his shoulder and hissed back at the way we had come.

Tran examined me for a few moments. “She isn’t worked up enough for a sicora. Wait here while we check the room.” His deduction didn’t surprise me. Tran and Vick had been present every time we found something.

Taureen nodded and closed the door between us and the other two. He glanced at me and spoke quietly, “What is it about the sicora and crawlers that irritates you so?”

I spoke quietly, but he would surely feel how riled up I was getting. “I am not sure. I can’t seem to control my reaction either.” I sent him a glimpse of the emotions I was feeling and felt his muscles tense slightly at my desire to see this thing dead. “A sicora is even worse. I can think straight with a crawler, but clear thoughts are very difficult around a sicora.”

He glanced at his wrist comm. “They found the crawler, and it is dead. Do you want to see it?”

I nodded. “Seeing it dead makes it much easier for me to believe it is gone and relax.”

He opened the door and went into the room where Tran was dropping the carcass into a bag they had brought along just in case we found any crawlers. It would be disposed of later. With a deep breath, I started to once more relax.

We continued to inspect the ship in case more had stowed away. I carefully sniffed the air in one room. I spread my wings and circled the room before landing back on Taureen’s shoulder and shook myself off in faint confusion.

When I didn’t do anything else, they started walking again. “I almost thought that I smelled something, but it was so faint that I couldn’t pick it up again. It might have just been an old scent trail from that crawler.”

Two rooms later, I circled the room again before dropping to the floor to sniff near an air vent. I sneezed, “Ktari.”

I snorted at the air vent before heading back to Taureen’s shoulder. Taureen glanced at Vick as he said, “She made that noise the last time we found a ktari. We will have to get them to fumigate before they land.”

Vick nodded and punched something into his wrist comm. I grinned internally as I commented, “Good job. I wasn’t sure you would catch that one. I have no idea why, but I have a very hard time picking up their scent. What on earth is a ktari anyways? You will have to explain that one later on.”

He glanced at me and nodded slightly when the other two had their backs to us. I lay back down on his shoulder while we checked the rest of the ship.

   

        The rest of the day was uneventful. Taureen took me to one of the smaller parks close to our house, and I nibbled some berries from a bush while Taureen leaned against a nearby tree.

“Ktari are a very distant relative to sicora. Small and annoying, but they are not dangerous. They do have a bad habit of chewing on things and damaging cargo. Much like the rats that used to be around.”

I watched him with one bright eye as I continued to pull berries off of the bush. The Kymari had sent the rats into extinction as far as I knew. “Do you want me to alert you to their presence?”

He nodded. “Yes. We don’t like such pest species getting loose on planets. So far, none have made it off of a ship, probably because it is pretty easy to fumigate and kill them if the crew can leave the ship for six hours.”

He watched me nibble on some grasses. “Why did the one group of fire lizards go to another park, only to return? They were looking high and low for something before they left the new location. What was missing from that place?”

I replied, “They left to hopefully evade your kind. I happened to overhear a discussion about your suspicions of us needing something special in our diet. After they were discovered there, they decided to mess with the minds of the observers before returning.”

He looked somewhat confused. “So, there wasn’t anything really missing from their diet?”

I shook my head. “Not to the best of my knowledge. The Kymari invented that hypothesis; we merely played along.”

He seemed amused by that revelation and watched me sniff a flower. “So why is everyone in that one park?”

I glanced back over my shoulder. “Probably the same reason you build cities. Companionship and safety in numbers.”

“If they are so scared of the Kymari, then why are they in a city when there are huge stretches of untouched forests surrounding the city?”

I winced. “We tried that once. There are creatures out there that aren’t scared of us or intimidated by our flame. We hid in the city parks because it was too dangerous outside the walls.”

He was silent in thought as I continued to enjoy my freedom.


Chapter 44

            

I pretended to not see Soranto as he quietly slid closer on the couch. I was curled up under the heat lamp while the guys had their usual evening visit. I bided my time as his scent grew stronger. Taureen and Tkael were undoubtedly watching Soranto’s attempt to get close.

I felt the cool shadow as his hand passed between me and the heat lamp. Idiot. I am not sure why he keeps trying. I whirled around with claws extended as I slashed at the offending hand with a fierce hiss. Soranto wasn’t quite quick enough to dodge and sported a shallow scratch on the back of his hand. 

He swiftly retreated to his original seat. “How did she know it was me and not you?” 

Soranto looked confused as he inspected the four superficial wounds that had some blood seeping to the surface. I had made sure that my claws had only skimmed his skin, and it wasn’t even as bad as some cat scratches I had gotten when growing up.

Taureen shrugged. “Possibly because I always sit on this side. Why do you keep trying to pet her?”

Soranto glanced at me with an amused expression. “With the exception of this malevolent fiend, I have never had any problems with any animal before. I am sure that she just has a grudge against me for some reason. Just wait, one day she will warm up to me.”

In your dreams. The only way I would warm up to you would be with fire, and I know you wouldn’t appreciate that one. Soranto dismissed the scratches with a shrug. I curled back up under the heat lamp, watching them with one half-open eye.

Tkael shook his head, skeptical about how well Soranto’s persistence would work. “You could be waiting a long time.”

Soranto just chuckled before the group began to discuss some large battle halfway across the galaxy. I tuned them out since it didn’t interest me.

   

       In due time, Soranto and Tkael headed off to their own homes. Taureen said. “If he bothers you too much, just let me know, and I will tell him to stop.”

I snickered as I uncurled from my position and stretched my wings out. “He actually doesn’t bother me. We have an odd love hate relationship. He hates being left out, and I love seeing how fast his reflexes are compared to mine. Especially when he loses.”

Taureen relaxed and chuckled. I stretched a bit more before flying over to land on his shoulder. “Besides, I knew it was him by his scent. On a side note, how are Serena and Tom doing?”

Taureen gave me an odd look. “Who?”

I resisted the impulse to shake my head at myself and my idiocy. “Alec’s two guests.” I sent a mental image of Tom and Serena with her cast.

“I wasn’t aware of their names. The female had her cast come off two days ago, and both are lightly drugged to keep them from moving too much. Much like when your cast came off.”

I nodded my understanding, although it didn’t really surprise me. They had not replied via the mindlink the last couple of days, and this explained their odd silence. Taureen put a bowl of fruit on the table, and I hopped down to eat it. I picked out a piece of watermelon to munch on.

Taureen sat down on a chair and watched me as he continued, “Alec mentioned that both are more comfortable in his presence. Both will sit on his lap when being fed. He is thrilled with the amount of progress considering that they wouldn’t go anywhere near him before you went over. He is hoping that we can stop by tomorrow since today is the last day that they are being forced to rest.”

I nibbled on an apple slice and nodded. “Sounds good to me. I can remind them to take it easy for several days, just to be on the safe side.”

Taureen nodded as he watched me eat. He had become remarkably relaxed around me since learning that I was intelligent. When he had thought that I was a mere animal, he had always remained studiously calm and hid his emotions to avoid potentially spooking me.

I preferred this more relaxed side of him. He never did get angry or upset with me, and his patience with me seemed endless, but he didn’t hide his occasional irritation at other things. It wasn’t easy to upset a Kymari though; they looked at the long view of things. 

However, if they decided to hold a grudge, their irritation didn’t fade. He still wanted to thrash whoever damaged the gate that one time. I had told him to let me know if I did something that really bothered him. He had agreed, but I suspected that he would overlook most things, even as he had before. His tolerance seemed to have no bounds where my actions were concerned.



*      *      *







Taureen wandered through the open marketplace as he looked at the various stalls of goods. I looked around in curiosity as well. I saw four other races here, marketing their wares from distant worlds, although most of the stalls were overseen by Kymari.

Taureen paused and lifted up a delicate bracelet with clear blue stones. He watched the light reflect off of the facetted gems. He dangled it closer to me. “What do you think?” Apparently, it wasn’t unusual for bond animal handlers to talk to their animals in public. 

I snorted in disapproval. He glanced at me. “Not your taste?” He put it back down as he looked at the rows of carefully displayed bracelets.

I rolled my eyes as I commented, “For a guy who is observant enough to detect my mood with a mere glance, you have obviously not watched Aeria long enough. I have never seen her wear blue jewelry. As a word of advice from a female, most females prefer matching sets of jewelry. I don’t think I have ever seen her without her green anklet either.”

Taureen transferred his attention to the various bracelets adorned with green stones. A few minutes later, he was inspecting three bracelets in his hands. All three were faintly similar in style to Aeria’s anklet and the color of the stones matched perfectly.

He held up the three for my inspection. “Since you disliked my last choice, what do you think of these?”

I scratched an ear tuft with my hind foot from where I lay on his shoulder. “Personally, I am not fond of the style of the one on the left, but all three are nice.”

He looked at them for a moment before returning the left one to its place. He debated between the other two for some time. He glanced at me silently for a long moment before putting one down and holding up the remaining one. The flowing whirls and swirls in the metal wove around the green stones in an endless and subtle pattern. 

He murmured softly, “This one has swirls that resemble your flight during the Morning Song.”

I blinked in surprise at the little detail that had determined his choice, unable to come up with a response to his comment. He went over to the Kymari who owned this booth. I couldn’t read the Kymari writing or numbers, but I knew that the bracelet he had chosen was very expensive. 

I also knew who that bracelet was intended for. Well, it looks like he is about to make his move. We will see if she accepts him as a suitor or turns him away.


Chapter 45

            

I nibbled on my breakfast as we sat in the back garden. At the moment, I was sitting in Aeria’s lap. A low beeping sound made me turn my head. Taureen’s wrist comm was flashing; I jumped up to the wide arm of the patio chair to peer down at it in curiosity. I never heard it make noise before. He pressed a few buttons and frowned at the display. 

Aeria inquired, “Is something wrong?”

Taureen sounded slightly upset. “The Elders want me to attend one of their meetings as a fire lizard handler. The problem is that the location is offworld, and Tasha has not been cleared to go past this planet’s orbit.”

I was puzzled and lifted my head as I flicked my wings slightly. How was this going to work? I had not been apart from Taureen since returning.

Aeria sat up in surprise. “How long will you be gone for?”

“About six hours. We have been taken off of the work schedule, but I really can’t leave her alone.”

Aeria hesitantly offered, “If you want, I can watch her.”

Taureen transferred his suddenly-measuring cold gaze to her. I blinked in surprise, he had always accepted her suggestions with gallantry, but his welcoming amiable mood had vanished almost instantly. Now it looked like he was evaluating her. I had never seen or heard of any Kymari looking at a woman like that. Okay, now what am I missing?

Aeria bowed her head slightly, somehow not overly surprised by Taureen’s reaction. She carefully expanded on her previous comment. “If you are willing, I could remain here and watch her. She should be comfortable enough in her home, and if something goes wrong, I can contact you.”

Now it was as if she was trying to convince him while he was still watching her like a half-suspected criminal. He was regarding her suspiciously as if the last several weeks of light flirting had never happened. I obviously don’t understand the Kymari half as well as I thought I did… 

Taureen’s voice was cool. “That is a long time in a stranger’s house.” 

She didn’t seem surprised by his sudden mood shift and tried to placate him. “I was going to meet with three friends. If you don’t mind four women in your home, the day will not seem long. None of us will approach Tasha. If she chooses to come to us, then we will welcome her presence.”

Taureen watched her silently while she shifted uneasily under his hard gaze. He spoke slowly, as if he didn’t like what he was agreeing to, “Very well. If any harm comes to her, your family will not be able to protect you.” I blinked, unable to believe what I just heard. Did he just threaten her life? 

She nodded in relief as he accepted her proposal. “When do you have to leave?” She didn’t seem surprised by the threat either.

“The shuttle leaves in an hour.”

“Then I will let my friends and family know where I will be, and I will return shortly.”

She got up and let herself out of the garden. Taureen remained sitting where he was, looking deep in thought. I spoke tentatively, “I am confused, what just happened?”

He reached over to gently pick me up, cradling me to his chest once more. “The Elders summoned me to their meeting. I cannot refuse to attend this meeting, and it isn’t possible for you to come with me. They know that they are not asking a light thing of me when calling me like this.”

He sighed as he relaxed slightly. “Normally, separating a bond animal from its handler for any amount of time is almost unheard of, and it isn’t taken lightly. Alec’s hands are full with his two, so I can’t ask him, even though I know that you would be fine visiting with them. Everyone knows that Aeria is the only other person who you will allow to touch you.”

I could see that part, but Taureen’s behavior was still as clear as mud in my mind. I sent an image of him staring Aeria down, as if she were a threat, along with a sense of confusion.

He glanced down at me in confusion. “I don’t think you realize just how strong of a bond there is between us. All bond handlers care deeply for their bond animal. To leave our companion in the charge of another is no light matter.” 

He spoke softly, “We give our entire heart to a bond animal. When our bond animal dies, it practically destroys us.”

I tilted my head and shared the image of him in front of the pond when he had thought that I was dead. He inhaled in pained shock at the memory image. His voice was shaky and quiet. “Yes. You had been designated as my bond animal for mere days at that point. I do not think you understand what I would go through if something were to happen to you now.”

I nuzzled his chin in apology. I had no way of seeing into his mind, but I knew that he was not exaggerating. Kymari were intensely loyal to those they called friends. To those they opened their hearts to, their love was unimaginably deep. Deep love can also leave grievous wounds if a loved one dies. 

He held me close for some time. Having me rest against his chest seemed to calm and comfort him. Eventually, he said, “I have to get ready. Aeria will be back soon.”

He stood up and went inside. He placed me under the heat lamp before going to his room to put on his halfway-armored uniform. He came out, and I tilted my head as I noticed that he still wore his shoulder pads and hawk glove. He caught my surprised look and said, “I will not let them forget that they are separating us.”

I nodded in understanding. “Have a safe trip.”

He held out his arm. “May I have a hug before I go?” 

I got up and flew over to land on his wrist. He took a deep breath as he held me to his chest again. This close, I could tell that he was upset and on edge at having to leave, but was trying to hide it. I hummed reassuringly as I rubbed my head along his neck, letting my wings unfold and spread across his chest in a hug.

The doorbell rang, and he exhaled slowly. He lowered his arms, and I climbed up to his shoulder pad as he went to answer the door. Aeria nodded her head respectfully at Taureen. After a few moments, he slowly and reluctantly moved to the side to let her in. She followed him inside. 

Taureen walked over to the corner table and held up a hand for me. I stepped onto it, and he lowered me to the sand under the heat lamp. “Relax. I will be back before too long.”

I sat down on the warm sand as I watched him stand up and take a few steps back. I was oddly anxious for some reason. We looked at each other for a while in silence before he turned and left. He didn’t even glance at Aeria on his way out. 


Chapter 46





Aeria’s friends arrived within the hour, although none of the women approached me as they played some sort of game on the table. It reminded me somewhat of chess, but allowed all four to play at once.

Aeria visited with her friends while I lay under the heat lamp. It was distinctly odd to not have Taureen nearby when other Kymari were around. Now that I think about it, it has never happened since I broke my wing.

I glanced over as I heard my name, but they were talking amongst themselves. It didn’t surprise me really; all they had talked about since coming was myself, Taureen, and various other Kymari. I didn’t realize how much they compared the various males and their numerous qualities. Kymari didn’t take marriage lightly and ensured that they took the time to decide who would be the best mate out there.

I got the ‘luxury’ of hearing them discuss the pros and cons of various males at great length. I was faintly amused that Taureen had far more pros than cons. As I had suspected, his rank as a bond animal handler impressed them. It was a rank of honor and showed he was highly responsible. Our bond was also the biggest problem. 

The one lady shook her head. “It will be rough when she dies. Lazarath took decades to even somewhat recover from the loss of Kadrid. He never could be around another feonid either; the memories were just too painful.”

“At least you know that he is willing to open up his heart. Some men never truly let anyone into their hearts.”

The one lady glanced at me. “I am surprised that he trusted you enough to look after Tasha. You haven’t been seeing each other for long.”

Aeria also looked at me. “Apparently, I was the only other person she let touch her. He wasn’t happy about having to leave her though.”

“Can you blame him? It isn’t supposed to happen. Tasha hasn’t come over yet though.”

Aeria left the room for a moment before returning with a small bowl. She took her seat and held out a sunburst berry. “Tasha, come see what I have.” 

I blinked slowly at her soft voice. It is to her grace that the way she talks is more like asking as opposed to commanding. After a few moments, I got up and hopped down to the floor before slowly walking over to take the berry. Taureen normally fed me tidbits all day long to keep hunger at bay until supper came, and I hadn’t had anything since breakfast.

Aeria petted me a bit while feeding me bits of fruit. One of the other ladies leaned over, commenting, “Her scales look so soft.” 

She slowly reached out her hand, and I turned my head to face her while pinning my ear tufts. I gave her a low growl and walked a few steps further away. The lady pulled her hand back. “Well, I guess she doesn’t want anything to do with me.”

I shook myself and went out to the garden. I was feeling out of sorts, and it grated on me like an itch I couldn’t scratch. Maybe some exercise will help. I started flying as fast as I could around the inside of the fence.

Fifteen minutes later, I landed with tired wings; I hadn’t flown that hard and fast for that long in a very long time. The exercise hadn’t really helped settle me down any.

This is ridiculous. Until about eight months ago, I hadn’t even seen Taureen before. How can I possibly be missing him so badly? Yet, here I was; he had been gone only about four hours, and I was restless because he wasn’t around.

I lived in the wild for seven years with mostly just voices in my head for company. However, it didn’t matter. Sure, every day I sang with the flock and lounged around with the others, but it hadn’t been the truly interactive stuff that Taureen and I did.

He was the one that I was at ease with. I could tolerate Aeria more than others because I was trying for Taureen’s sake, but it wasn’t nearly the same. With a sigh, I went back inside. I flew over to the windowsill to watch the front sidewalk.

I contemplated what I was feeling. The emotions and reactions were more based in the animal side of me. As deeply ingrained as the desire to spread my wings in free fall. I closed my eyes and resisted the urge to pace.

Why am I feeling this way? What does Taureen mean to me? I considered it for a while more. I lowered my head to my hands with a sigh as I finally accepted the fact that he had become the best friend I had ever had. I never had made friends easily before, and Taureen had slowly and gracefully muscled his way into that position since the day he found me.

Once we had started talking, we had become even closer as we both opened up to each other. But even that didn’t account for my restlessness. This was something deeper, more instinctual. 

I gazed out the window in my epiphany. Deep down, I didn’t really see Taureen as a Kymari. My instincts considered him part of the flock at this point. With the others, I saw them as Kymari first, and possible friends or allies second. Part of it was also his earlier tactics when attempting to tame me.

I knew in theory what he was doing and my mind could somewhat resist it, but my body’s instincts and reactions were more automatic. He had cared for me and handfed me for months on end - and my subconscious instincts recognized the care as that of a parent. Family bonds among the dragonets ran strong and deep.

That was why I was restless. It was like a fledgling missing a parent or someone severely missing an extremely close friend who they saw every day. I may have said that he was like my brother, but he had also filled the roles of brother, father, and friend. Between my human mind and my dragonet mindset, it was an overpowering combination.

I guess Taureen wasn’t the only one who had been getting closely attached. Even though I knew why I felt this way, these feelings weren’t exactly something I could turn off or dismiss. The next couple of hours are going to feel very long…

I sighed and gazed out the window again. I turned my head as an odd deep bell-like sound came from behind me. The four ladies were also looking at the source of the sound. It came again, and I realized that Taureen’s laptop was making that sound. It had been sitting on the end table in the corner as it faced the main room.

The black screen flickered, and Taureen’s face appeared. I sat bolt upright and stared in surprise. Aeria seemed unsurprised and nodded a greeting at the screen as she said, “Taureen, are you on your way back?”

He said, “The shuttle is just about to leave. I should be back in just over an hour. How is Tasha doing?”

This must be a video and audio feed like Skype or something. He didn’t even finish his question before I was airborne. I swiftly back-winged in front of the screen and trilled a greeting at him. I tilted my head several different ways as I examined the screen.

Aeria chuckled lightly. “She has missed you. A bit restless, but nothing too worrying. She has been drinking and has eaten some.”

Taureen’s face softened. “I am coming back Tasha. It won’t be long now.”

I shook myself and flicked my wings while chattering at him with bird-like sounds. I nudged the screen with my nose before pulling back so I could see the screen properly. I had no idea where the camera on this thing was.

He smiled. “You have no idea how much I missed you. I must go now. I will see you soon.”

I whistled lightly in return before the screen went black. I tilted my head sadly at the black screen. I had been happy to see him, even if it was just through technology.

“Poor thing. She was so excited to see him for that short time.” 

“Did you see his smile when he saw her? I haven’t seen a smile that genuine in a very long time. You could even see his smile reflected in his eyes.”

Aeria walked slowly up to me and slowly stroked my back as I still looked at the black screen. “It’s okay. He will be back before you know it.”

She hesitated before carefully picking me up. I glanced back at her and lowered my ear tufts, but didn’t give any other warnings. She carried me back to her seat and sat down before putting me on her lap. She pulled out the cleaning kit and started grooming me.

Even with the oil massage, I couldn’t completely relax, although it was the closest I had come to unwinding all day. I kept glancing from the computer to the front door. The moment she finished, I got up and flew over to the windowsill to stand watch.

I knew he was coming, and I was also aware of which door he would come in. I wasn’t sure how much longer he would be though. I wasn’t able to read their version of a clock. I shifted my weight restlessly. Somehow, knowing that he was getting closer was building the suspense.

I forced myself to sit to avoid pacing. I started chewing on my front claws, cleaning the grooves and snipping off any hint of a hangnail. My claws are starting to get too long. I really have to get Taureen to find a heavy duty piece of wood for a sharpening post.

I was distracted as a dark grey spaceship came to a hover above the street. It was much too large to fit in the street and hovered well above the buildings. A door opened, and a Kymari jumped out. I flared my wings with a screech before I noticed that a cable was connected to the ship. 

Taureen stood on something that looked like a big pogostick as it swiftly lowered him, at a speed closer to a freefall than a controlled descent, to the street below. He let go and jumped down the last six feet or so before coming towards the house at a swift walk. The ship reeled up the rope and contraption before rapidly taking off towards the main port.

“He got them to drop him off here? Wow. I wasn’t aware that those interspacial shuttles were allowed to do that.”

“He probably got special permission since they separated him from Tasha. I sure wouldn’t want to be in a shuttle with a handler when their bond animal was not on board.”

I stood up on my hind legs with my hands on the glass like an eager kid. The window latches were not something that I could open, and the door control panel would only respond to Kymari. I let out a shrill whistle, and he must have heard it since he glanced at the window as he approached the door.

He opened the door as I launched myself at him. I was going fast enough that I landed on his shoulder pad with a pretty good force, at least for me. It didn’t even cause Taureen to shift his weight. 

I crossed his shoulders and rubbed against the back of his head while thrumming as loudly as I could. It was loud enough to vibrate my chest and wings. No cat could hope to purr as loudly as I could thrum. I reached his other shoulder pad and nuzzled his head while still thrumming.

He reached up to pick me up and cradle me against his chest. I kept thrumming as he lowered his head and exhaled a big breath of relief. I could feel his tense muscles slowly relaxing. He faintly murmured, “I am so glad to have you back with me. I did not expect the separation to be so bad.”

I nuzzled his chin and cheeped lightly before resuming my thrumming. “I think I can relate. I did not expect your absence to make me so anxious. I am reminded of what a young fledgling feels like when its parents suddenly disappear in the middle of a strange forest.”

I gazed up at him as he looked down into my eyes. We remained like that for several minutes as both of us relaxed. He straightened up a bit, while still cradling me against his chest. I glanced back at our guests. 

Aeria was watching us, but the other three seemed somewhat uncomfortable at having witnessed our reunion, as if it had been more emotional than what they were comfortable with. Taureen nodded at Aeria and said, “Thank you for keeping an eye on her. How was she?”

He moved to take his usual seat, and I noticed that he was back to his welcoming and genial self. 

“It was no problem. She slowly got more restless as the day wore on and seemed unable to settle down. She wasn’t able to relax even when she let me oil her. Your call had her immediate attention, although she started pacing more afterwards.”

Taureen gently scratched beneath my chin. “I hope you weren’t too bored considering that you were here for quite some time.”

One of the other ladies spoke, “It wasn’t that bad. It was nice to have a quiet and relaxing day.”

I noticed that Taureen was reluctant to let me go. Being held against his chest like this didn’t bother me though; I was small enough that I fit into his arms nicely. His skin was warm, and the way I rested was quite comfortable. I knew that being held like this was an affectionate expression of how much he cared for me.

My thrumming slowly eased off into a soft hum as the five Kymari talked.
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Eventually, the four women took their leave, and Taureen escorted them to the door and held it open for them. He went back to the living room, still holding me in his arms. He asked, “How was your day?”

“Not too bad. I was oddly out of sorts once you were gone, but it was mostly controllable. I was just a bit restless and anxious.”

“I was the same,” he said. “It did not feel right without your weight on my shoulder. I am so used to seeing your shiny gold scales, that not seeing them put me on edge. I was fairly irritable by the time I got to the meeting. The Elders didn’t seem surprised by my mood and kept the meeting as short and to-the-point as possible. How did the ladies treat you?”

I shrugged. “Aeria kept an eye on me and constantly offered food. The others kept their distance. I was not aware that the discussions female Kymari have were so vastly different from what you and your friends often discuss.”

He tilted his head in curiosity. “How so?”

I grinned mischievously at him. “Well, I got to hear several rundowns and comparisons of almost every male who had shown even the slightest interest in any of them.”

“And…?” He looked really focused, as if he was highly interested in what I had overheard.

I was sure my amusement was plain in my mindvoice. “Well, you definitely have Aeria’s attention. You had been on her short list of names long before you ever saw me. Apparently, she saw you help her brother once when you weren’t aware that she was watching out of a friend’s window. Your promotion is an unexpected bonus.”

The skin on his neck flushed a bit darker. I chirped in amusement. “I think your blush tells me your thoughts on this.”

He tilted his head, more serious now. “And what do you think of me courting her?”

I blinked slowly as I considered it. “I think it would be good for both of you. I know you really like her. Aeria was one of the ones who always watched the Morning Song, and I have seen no hint of aloofness that I noticed in one or two of the other females in the park.”

He smiled and said, “I wish to invite her over for supper when she comes by tomorrow morning.”

I tilted my head as I thought. “Then we should stop by a park to grab some of those orange and yellow flowers that grow along certain paths. If I recall correctly, she often paused to smell them. I can even drop them on the table if you want to make it a bit more romantic.”

“Could I possibly convince you to carry them in your mouth and land on her shoulder to offer them to her at a prearranged signal?”

I grinned at his growing excitement. “Yes, but you better fill me in on the details so I know exactly what you want me to do.”

*      *      *







Aeria inquired, “This is very good. Can I possibly get the recipe?” 

Taureen nodded. “Of course.” 

I lounged on a wall perch while watching the two Kymari start to eat their supper. It was a fancy five-course meal. Kymari technology allowed Taureen to make everything and put it in special preservation heaters or coolers so that it was just as fresh as when he had made it. This also allowed him to show off his cooking skills, serve the plates, and eat with Aeria.

They finished their first course, and Taureen got up to take that set of plates away and bring the next ones. He glanced at me and whistled softly. I dropped off of my perch and swooped around a different corner.

I grabbed the small bundle of flowers from their hiding place and flew back into the dining room. Just before Taureen reached the table with the next course, I carefully landed on her shoulder, being extremely careful with my claws.

I felt her jump slightly in surprise as I landed on her shoulder. She had not been expecting me to come voluntarily since I had never done so before. She turned her head to look at me in surprise. 

I lifted my head with the bundle of flowers in my jaws. I tilted my head and trilled prettily at her. Aeria swiftly put Taureen’s quiet whistle together with my appearance and glanced at him in shock before smiling. She gently took the flowers from me and smelled them. She grinned at Taureen. “Thank you. That was definitely a unique presentation.”

He inclined his head in acceptance of the compliment. I could tell that he was proud of what we had worked out. He placed the new plate in front of her while I sat on her shoulder. Aeria immediately noticed the three sunburst berries on her plate and offered one to me. 

I enjoyed the treat and carefully sat on her shoulder for the next two courses. I wasn’t entirely relaxed, but I had told Taureen that I would try my best. I knew that both of them could tell I was somewhat uneasy on her shoulder, although they didn’t say anything.

The fourth course had a small bowl of fruit put on the side of the table, and I glided over to enjoy the fruit. I had eaten some before supper so I wasn’t too hungry. I ate slowly, and my bowl was empty by the time they finished the fifth course.

I flew to Taureen’s shoulder as he removed the plates.  He pulled out the small plate of dessert. Aeria’s plate had the bracelet sitting along the edge of the fancy plate. According to Taureen, if she was truly interested, she would accept the bracelet and him as her suitor, officially. If she wasn’t, she would simply decline dessert, which would also decline his courtship.

It had taken a few hours of practice to get the balancing right, but I carefully picked up the fine chains that were attached to her plate and fanned my wings until I was airborne. I gracefully flew beside Taureen as we went back into dining room. 

Aeria blinked in surprise as she saw me carrying her plate. I carefully back-winged in front of her until the plate settled gently on the table. A bit more back-winging had the chains arranged behind the plate. I banked and side-slipped away from her to gain enough height to land on Taureen’s shoulder.

Taureen was in his chair before she got over her shock of seeing me deliver the dessert plate. I lay down on his shoulder and rested my chin on the edge of the shoulder pad while I watched her reaction. She gazed at the bracelet in surprise and admiration.

She gently picked up the bracelet and put it on her wrist before sampling the dessert. They slowly ate in silence for some time. Once she finished, she said, “When do you wish to meet my family?”

With Taureen now officially her suitor, it was time to meet the parents… By Kymari custom, this meeting should take place within a week at most; to delay the meeting would be disrespectful towards her father and mother.

Taureen replied, “Whenever it is convenient for them.”

She nodded. “I will ask them tonight and let you know tomorrow.”

They finished eating and went to sit in the living room and talk. I noticed that they were more relaxed around one another now and not quite as formal. I relaxed under the heat lamp as they discussed some childhood memories.

I wonder how the meeting with her family will go? From what I understood, Taureen would also have to impress her father to get his blessing for the marriage. Like any father, he would be protective of his daughter and ready to test any suitor.

I blinked as a red dot of light appeared in front of me. I tilted my head and reached out with my claws to touch it, but it moved out of my reach. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Aeria holding a small device which was producing the laser light. Well, if cats can do it, so can I.

I got up and stretched before walking towards the light as it went over the edge of the table. I moved to the edge and watched the red dot meander in circles on the carpet below me.  I crouched down before leaping at it. My claws found plenty of traction on the carpet as I zigzagged after it. If there had been any substance to it, I would have caught it a dozen times in the first thirty seconds.

Both were surprised at how fast I could move my hands when I put my mind to it. Aeria moved it behind the coffee table legs, and I moved into ambush on the other side. It came back into sight, and I jumped at it again.

After about ten minutes of intensely chasing the red dot, I was breathing hard. As I passed by Taureen’s feet, I once more targeted his ankle. I wrapped myself around his ankle with careful claws while gently mouthing his leg.

With a chuckle, he lifted his leg before pulling me off of his ankle. He dumped me in his lap and proceeded to try and tickle me. I wrestled with his hands as Aeria watched in curiosity and amusement.

I eventually retreated to a couch cushion between them to lie down and pant while recovering from my exertions.

Aeria grinned before picking me up and placing me on her lap, gently petting my back. She said, “I keep contemplating different ways to steal her from you, but I have a feeling that I would be getting into far more trouble than I bargained for.”

Taureen looked amused at her comment. “I advise against it. She can be quite a handful if she gets going. I wouldn’t let anyone take her either.”

Aeria scratched behind my ear tuft, and I commented to Taureen, “Glad to hear you aren’t ready to just hand me off. Besides, if Aeria tried to take me home with her as a joke, can you imagine how much mischief I could get into if I put my mind to it?”

His eyes traveled to me as they shone in warmth and amusement.


Chapter 48





A lot of spaceships were coming in today. We had already inspected eight of them, and they were cleared to land. There were at least five more to be checked. Everyone and their dog must have arrived today. Usually, there are only two or three ships to check on an average day.

I glanced at the captain who was talking with Tran as we walked through his cargo ship. I didn’t know the name for his race, but he had thin brown fur and vaguely catlike facial features. Two other crew members accompanied us; one had dark brown fur and the other one had pale grey fur.

I wrinkled my nose. That grey one really needs better hygiene practices. At this point, I am not even sure that a bath would help him. I shook my head to dismiss the smelly grey crew member. Four other Kymari followed behind us in case we came across something.

We passed through a room, and I raised my head to sniff the air more carefully. With a rumble, I stood up. All eyes looked at me as I scented the air. I growled and lashed my tail lightly at the faint scent. We kept walking, and the smell got stronger. I murmured to Taureen, “Crawler.”

I always figured that it was only polite to let him know what we were tracking. We were walking through another corridor when I turned around on Taureen’s shoulder to glide down to the floor in front of a closed door. I sniffed at the crack under the door and scratched at it. 

“Tasha, to fist.”

I left the door and returned to Taureen, who put me back on his shoulder. Tran opened the door; it was a corridor with cabinets on one side and a door on the far side. We walked down the corridor towards the door at the end. Tran paused in front of the door as he said, “The sign says that the next room is half gravity.”

He glanced back at us, knowing that I wasn’t allowed in such a room. Taureen said, “I will wait here.” 

I always wondered what it would be like to fly with low gravity, but it was highly doubtful that I would ever get that chance, even if I asked Taureen. There were just too many rules and precautions when it came to my safety, especially if we left the city to inspect cargo ships.

The captain commented, “It is a large cargo bay; there are no other exits from it, unless you count the exterior bay door itself.”

Tran and Vick went into the next room with the two crew members as the other four Kymari guards followed them. The captain remained with us in the corridor. I sniffed as the new air from the next room met my nose. I blinked as I shifted my weight slightly. That doesn’t make any sense. If it had been in the other room, the smell would have been stronger. The air from the cargo hold has diluted the faint scent that I was following.

I glanced at Taureen. “The air from that room had a weaker scent than what is in here. The scent is still extremely weak though. It might be coming from an air vent or something.”

I spread my wings and glided back along the way we came in, taking care to fly front of various air vents. It did seem stronger in one part of the room. I circled back and landed on the floor, sniffing at the bottom of one of the cabinet doors. 

I heard Taureen’s heavy footsteps walk up behind me, and he opened the cabinet door. I hissed as I stepped back in confusion. The cabinet held a cylinder-shaped tank full of yellowish fluid with a crawler inside. Despite being completely submerged, the crawler didn’t seem to care as it wiggled around while suspended in the liquid.

I squeaked in surprise as Taureen swiftly grabbed me and spun to the side. I heard an odd zapping noise and saw a fuzzy yellow energy blast miss where I had been standing. My heartbeat picked up at the close call and I glancing back to see that the captain had the weapon trained on us. He didn’t hesitate as he fired several blasts in quick succession. 

Taureen tried to dodge, but was handicapped with me in his arms. The captain had his ears pinned back and his mouth open in a silent snarl as he pointed the energy blaster at us again. Taureen turned so that he shielded me from the blasts. “Run!” He threw me into the air before he gave a short cry of pain and collapsed on the ground.

I managed to get my wings working and quickly looked down to see Taureen fall face first on the ground as a yellow electric shimmer faded from where it had struck his back. “Taureen!” He didn’t move. My mindvoice bounced back, and I knew he hadn’t heard me. He took the blast that had been meant for me…

I was almost frozen in shock as I hovered near the ceiling. The captain took several steps forward and aimed the weapon at Taureen’s head. My vision gained a red tint as pure unfiltered rage swamped my mind.

With an enraged battle scream, I dove at the captain. He looked up at the noise just in time to get a face full of searing flame. With a scream, he dropped to his knees, awkwardly scrambling backwards. I flipped upside down to correct my flightpath before banking sharply to fly right behind his neck. I fully extended the claws on both of my front hands and swiftly lashed out as I slashed the side of his neck wide-open before my momentum took me past him.

I did a wingover to send my flame down onto the captain again. My sharp claws had caused a lot of damage, and he was bleeding heavily. I heard the far door open and sharply altered my course to land on Taureen’s back, mantling my wings protectively over him while snarling at the door. Taureen hadn’t moved yet, but I could feel him breathing beneath me. He still lived.

The two crew members paused as they saw the scene, before suddenly reaching for their weapons as they turned to face the two Kymari beside them. Tran and Vick were faster and struck the two crew members before they aimed their weapons. They slumped down, unconscious. 

Tran and Vick carefully walked closer. My sight was still tinted in red, and I flared my wings as I screeched a warning. My ear tufts were pinned flat, and I kept up a constant stream of growls that warned them to keep their distance.

Tran knelt down to pick up and examine the weapon that the captain had used. He sighed in relief. “It only has a four rating. Taureen should regain consciousness shortly.”

Vick was watching me. “Good, because I don’t want to go anywhere near Tasha at the moment.”

Tran punched something into his wrist comm. “I alerted the guards. They are coming.”

Mere seconds later, the four Kymari guards ran into the open door. I mantled my wings once more over Taureen while snarling at their approach. My wings didn’t cover much space, but the message should have been quite clear. Two of the guards went to bind the wounds on the captain’s neck before they hauled him away.

The other two walked up beside Tran and Vick. The one inquired, “Why are we leaving him like that?”

Tran gave him an ironic look. “Because Tasha is guarding him, and he should wake shortly.”

The Kymari shook his head. “We should check to make sure he didn’t sustain a more severe injury.”

Vick snorted. “Easier said than done. Tasha’s claws are sharp, and she can breathe fire.”

The Kymari slowly started walking towards me. I was snarling so viciously that my wings were actually vibrating from the force of my snarl. Tran called out in a cool voice, “She is a bond animal, and you are a fool if you approach her with her handler out cold.”

The Kymari continued approaching. “I don’t plan on touching her. I just want to ensure that he doesn’t need medical attention.”

 My snarls increased in volume and pitch as heat built in the back of my throat with my fury. It was hard to keep my claws from extending, but they would pierce Taureen’s skin if they did. The Kymari knelt down and reached out to put his hand on Taureen’s shoulder.

I lunged forward in a lightning swift move and slashed at his arm with one hand. In the same instant, I twisted my head to spit a fireball at his chest. He sprang back with a cry of surprise and pain, but he hadn’t been fast enough.

I hadn’t pulled my slash, and my claws had been fully extended. He had four lacerations on his arm that went right to the bone. The fireball was burning itself out against his heavy chest armor, but he undoubtedly felt the intense heat through his armor and against his face.

I keened a warning that rang with my fury. Tran and Vick looked surprised, but didn’t approach any closer. The injured Kymari was swiftly backing up to where they had remained. His companion was already pulling out the first aid kit. He had obviously expected that I wouldn’t let a stranger near Taureen while I was like this.

The Kymari’s arm was almost bound up when I felt Taureen stir slightly below me. I glanced down as I dropped my snarls. I hopped onto the floor beside his head and nuzzled him while humming encouragement. “Come on, wake up before I send someone else to the hospital.”

He took a deep breath before he shifted his arms. He rolled to the side and propped himself up on an elbow as he looked around in a daze. He blinked at the wounded Kymari before transferring his gaze to Tran, who was cautiously approaching. Taureen looked a bit dazed, likely still trying to gather his thoughts as he asked, “What exactly happened?”

Tran glanced at me. “I am not sure what all happened here, but when we came in, the captain was down with deep scratches to his neck and severe burns. You were out cold, and Tasha was perched on your back threatening the world for all she was worth.”

Taureen stiffly moved into a sitting position on the floor as he recovered. He looked at the large pool of blood off to the side before glancing at me. “Are you responsible for that?”

I snorted before jumping up to his shoulder pad. “Maybe, maybe not. It is the captain’s blood, although I am not sure why he leaves it laying around like that.”

Taureen shook his head and rubbed his forehead as if trying to rub away a headache. He paused at the sight of the Kymari’s heavily-bandaged arm. “What happened to your arm?”

The injured Kymari ruefully transferred his gaze to me. “I was not aware of how sharp your friend’s claws were.”

Taureen looked back at me. “Now why did you go attack him like that? Surely you knew that he wasn’t the bad guy.”

I rustled my wings to settle them while letting him feel my disapproval of that Kymari. “He is so incompetent that I am sure that he would be unable to pour water out of a boot with instructions printed on the heel.”

Taureen chuckled while shaking his head, getting a few odd looks from the two Kymari guards. Vick and Tran were used to it and didn’t seem to find anything amiss with how he often spoke to me. Tran slowly approached. “If you can keep Tasha under control, I can give you a hand and help you to your feet.”

Taureen stroked my back. “Calm down.”

I muttered, but tolerated Tran’s approach. Tran held out his hand, and Taureen took it as Tran pulled him to his feet in one smooth motion. I dug my claws into the shoulder pad to avoid falling off. 

Tran clapped him on his other shoulder. “It is good to see you back on your feet. You are going to have to come up with a backup plan for when you are injured and can’t control Tasha. The captain is lucky to survive her assault, and a medical person is waiting at the docks to patch up Deran’s arm. Luckily, her flame hit his chest armor; if it had struck his face, he could very well be as blind as that captain is now.”

Taureen blinked in confusion as he examined the rather large puddle of blood on the floor. “What exactly did she do?”

Tran glanced at the captain’s blood stain as he said, “She managed to flame his face. He has severe burns and will never see again. The fire will leave so much scarring that his fur will not grow back on his face. She also managed to claw his neck and hit several big blood vessels. He is suffering from severe blood loss and is in the recovery bay while the medics are trying to control the bleeding. Two guards are watching him in case he tries anything else.”

Taureen looked surprised before taking a second look at Deran’s scorched armor. “Why did she attack Deran?”

Tran snorted. “The fool tried to touch you while she was snarling for all she was worth.”

The injured guard gritted his teeth while looking away, now aware of how big of a mistake he had made. He had been injured by an animal the size of his foot, and it was not something he really wanted others to know.

Taureen didn’t look impressed as he eyed Deran up. “Take my advice and never come between a bond animal and their handler.”

The guard nodded stiffly at the rebuke. Taureen turned to check on the crawler, which was still squirming around in the yellow liquid in the cabinet. He commented,“I am surprised that she managed to scent it while it was in there. Why does he have a crawler in a cryo tank?”

Tran frowned. “That is one of the many things the captain will be answering once he is awake. There is a team on their way to take it, and we can leave as soon as they arrive. They should be here shortly.”

Thankfully, it wasn’t long before a dozen Kymari showed up, allowing us to finally leave. 


Chapter 49

            

Taureen settled on the couch with a sigh of relief. I knew that his muscles were sore from the energy weapon blast. Thankfully, the weapon hadn’t been a larger one that could kill. He moved me onto his lap. 

“Why did that Kymari dismiss Tran’s warnings and try to move you?” I asked, looking up at him. “It was like he didn’t think that I would actually do anything if he didn’t touch me. Those were some of my best snarls and growls too.”

Taureen sighed. “Deran is young and only about halfway through training. The four that accompanied us were actually on a training session. They had enough training to handle sicora and crawlers, but had not touched on unique topics such as bond animals. He was probably thinking about his first aid training and didn’t take into account that you might attack another Kymari. Most trained animals won’t harm a Kymari, even a stranger.”

Taureen frowned slightly. “Although it is pretty common knowledge that many bond animals do not tolerate all Kymari, especially if their handler is injured, so he should have known better, even without Tran’s warning. His training officer will be having a talk with him that I am glad I won’t have to overhear.”

The doorbell rang, and Taureen glanced at it with a sigh. “Come in.”

Alec entered the door, and I sat upright in surprise at the scarlet and purple dragonets on his shoulders. Alec unclipped their leashes and said, “Okay, you can go.”

They jumped off of his shoulder, and I sprang into the air to greet them as we circled in an aerial display. 

“Tasha! Long time no see!”

I grinned at Serena as I did a wingover over her red wings. “It is good to see you as well! I see you are finally getting out a bit.”

She chuckled in reply as she swooped under Tom, bumping her nose against his flank as she passed him. The three of us eventually gathered under my heat lamp to enjoy the heat and gossip. Alec sat on a chair across from Taureen.

I looked at Tom as I spread my wings out to collect the heat from the lamp above us. “How is it going? Is Alec driving you crazy yet?”

Tom sighed as he rested his chin on his hands. “I have been there and back several times now. You were right though; it wasn’t quite as bad as we originally thought.”

Alec examined Taureen. “I heard you got hit by a level four phaser, and Tasha took out the attacker before sending one of our trainees for medical attention.”

Tom and Serena looked at me with big eyes as they overheard that. I grimaced as I glanced at Alec. Loud mouth. Can’t keep any secrets, can you?

Taureen sighed before saying, “The captain was smuggling crawlers to the next star system, and we stumbled across them. The blasts knocked me out, so all we know is that the captain has burns on his face and claw marks on his neck. Deran made the mistake of trying to move me while I was out of it.”

 Alec blinked in astonishment. “Didn’t he know she was a bond animal? They are usually quite protective of their handlers.”

Taureen made a face, “Tran warned him, and he ignored it.”

Alec snorted in disapproval. “Then he was a fool who needed more training. It probably saved him from an early death in battle.”

Serena whispered, “You attacked someone?”

I winced at the reminder. “Yes. Taureen was out cold, and it felt like I was guarding Amanda’s nestlings from the sicora.”

They looked at me in confusion, not quite understanding why I would feel that way about a Kymari. 

Alec shook his head. “Well, it is over now. We will just have to be careful in case something like that happens in the future.”

The doorbell rang again, and Aeria walked in without waiting for Taureen’s call. Alec looked surprised before nodding formally in a greeting. Aeria sat beside Taureen. “Are you all right?”

Taureen replied, “Yes.”

I rolled my eyes. “Liar.” I knew his muscles were stiff and sore. If she suggested a walk through the park, he wouldn’t be able to hide it. He glanced towards me as I commented upon my opinion. Aeria followed his gaze and made a surprised sound. “There are three fire lizards.”

Taureen said, “Alec is the handler for the other two. The scarlet got injured and her mate refused to leave her. They still have a ways to go, but they should be up to doing short patrols in the next week or so.”

She nodded as she looked at us in curiosity. Alec turned to Taureen. “Oh, I forgot to ask. How did the meeting with the Elders go?”

Taureen leaned back with a frown. “They examined the evidence, and we are certain that a sicora hive is being built somewhere in the forest. They wanted me there to weigh in on Tasha’s tracking abilities and reliability in the forest. A large group of experienced fighters is being assembled to destroy the hive before it gets established. They want Tasha and me to accompany them.”

Alec inhaled in surprise. “So the rumors are likely true then.”

Taureen nodded and looked agitated. “They are going to set up another meeting in five days to finalize everything, and they want me there again.”

Alec looked shocked. “They are separating you from Tasha again? Why?”

Taureen grumbled in irritation. “Because they are relying on Tasha’s tracking abilities. As her handler, I have the power to veto any plan, so I must be present at the meeting.”

Aeria frowned. “But why do they not come here then? Why must you go there when most going are from this planet?”

Taureen took a deep breath. “Because several of the Elders are quite old and do not travel well, and Tasha has not been in my care for over a year yet. Once we have been together for a year, they will come to us. Until then, they do not believe that the bond is strong enough that it will cause any problems if we are separated for a half a day.”

The Kymari continued to discuss and dissect the various things that had happened at the meeting. I turned to Serena and Tom, asking, “So, what is new?”

Serena and Tom blinked at me before Serena chuckled weakly. “I think we should be the ones asking you that question. But to answer your question, Alec is mostly following whatever Taureen did with you. We are just starting to go for short walks. The real question is what have you been up to?”

Of anyone out there, these two had the right to know what was in store for them. I said, “Mostly patrols and clearing inbound ships. Taureen has been courting Aeria, and since she is accepting him as her suitor, I am being nice to her and letting her handle me as Taureen does.”

Tom tilted his head. “Fair enough, but you attacked two people? What were you thinking?”

I rearranged my wings a bit before responding, “The dragonet instincts are much stronger than we realized, even when it comes to protecting them. Give it a few months, and you will consider Alec as a family member. I attacked the captain when he went after Taureen and scratched the Kymari who was too dense to keep his distance. It was more of an automatic reaction than thought out.”

Serena nodded as she accepted my story. I wasn’t sure how much she believed me though. She went to the side of the table for a drink and exclaimed in surprise,“Your food is in a bowl? He isn’t handfeeding you anymore? When did this happen?!” She ate a few pieces of her favorites before getting her drink and coming back.

How was I going to explain this one… Tom noticed my lack of an immediate response and focused on me. “It isn’t drugged, is it?”

Serena swiftly glanced at me in alarm. I shook my head slightly. “No. He still feeds me by hand when others are around, but when we are alone, he lets me eat out of a bowl.”

Serena tilted her head and pressed for more information again. “When did this happen?”

I winced. “The same time that he realized that we are not just mere animals.”

The other two were silent, staring at me in shock and worry. Tom’s voice was shaky. “I think you better explain a bit more.”

“Remember when I mentioned that they may be able to hear our mindvoices? Well, I now know that Taureen can. He has known for several weeks and says that his lips are sealed. He also knows that we are quite smart, although he doesn’t know any of our background beyond that I hatched in a lab. He does know that we were around before the first invasion and thinks that we are the last few survivors.”

I sighed. “We have talked a fair bit. Taureen and I both have the same thoughts, if any dragonet in captivity comes to the point where they consider their handler like a close family member, then they can let him hear us and know our ruse for what it is. At that point, our handlers are so close that they wouldn’t do anything to harm us and will keep our secret.”

Tom shook his head in angry denial. “The dragonets have gone through all of that work to hide the truth, and you simply spill our secrets? Do you have any idea what you have done?!” 

I blinked and responded softly, “You have been with Alec for a much shorter time than I have been with Taureen. You two have had each other while I was alone. Tell me truly, if you were given a chance to slice Alec’s neck open for him to bleed to death, could you actually do it?”

He hesitated before lowering his head and looking away, wordlessly acknowledging the truth that he wouldn’t be able to do it. Serena whispered in my mind, “Now that I think about it, I wouldn’t be able to even attempt it. I think if he were to die, I would feel grief.”

Tom looked back at me in confusion as his previous views were shaken to their foundations. “What is your bond with Taureen like at this point?”

I considered it before letting them sense my emotions. “I know he considers me as his child as well as a close friend. For myself, I originally thought he was like a brother, but it has gone past that point; I now see him as a parent, brother, and close friend. We are getting closer all the time.”

Serena blinked in confusion. “What do you mean by that last part?”

 “Since the day they decided to not release me, I have not been apart from Taureen until he had to go to that meeting,” I said. “While he was gone, his absence grated on me, and I was restless until he returned. Even an oil massage from Aeria couldn’t relax me. It might be easier for you two since you have each other, but I did not enjoy it, and I am not looking forward to when he has to leave for that next meeting.”

They were silent as they examined the memory of the restlessness at his absence. Serena spoke quietly, “If Alec ever hears us talking, what would he likely do?”

“He is close enough emotionally, even at this point, that if you told him our fears of being killed for being intelligent, he would keep his silence. He will talk with you in private and wouldn’t treat you so much like an animal. Taureen knows that my instincts can be strong and that he may have to restrain me from attacking sicora or something like that. But the biggest change is that if we are alone, I don’t have to pretend to be an animal. I can just be myself.”

Serena chuckled lightly, trying to break the still-lingering tension. “Even when we are being ourselves, most of our behaviors are quite animal-like.”

I grinned at her. “Exactly. If I feel like wrestling with his hand, then I do so. At this point, he considers me a person with a lot of animal-like quirks and behaviors. We get along very well.”

They seemed to have accepted the fact that Taureen knew and would keep the secret, although they were nowhere near letting Alec in on things. That was fine by me; in the end, it was their choice since he was their handler.


Chapter 50

            

Taureen held up a large object, and I blinked in confusion as I asked, “What is that?” I looked like a cross between a dog snare pole and a butterfly net made of some odd brown material.

Taureen made a face as he folded it up into something the size of his fist. “The officer overseeing the guards wanted a safeguard in place in case I ever get knocked out cold and need medical attention. This is a special net to allow someone to catch you if I need help and you don’t let them near me.”

I narrowed my eyes at the evil object. “A net? I guess I can see your point though. I wasn’t exactly thinking straight the last time you got hurt. Please tell me that not just anyone can get their hands on that thing.”

Taureen shook his head. “No. Only Tran and Vick have permission to use it since they have been assigned as my partners ever since we started doing patrols. If you don’t want to get netted, simply keep out of their reach. They will stay near you while the medical team helps me. If they must take me to the hospital, they will call Aeria to come get you.”

I shook myself hard, earning the tinkling noise from my scales. “I don’t like the thought of being netted, so I will probably remain out of their reach, but I can see the logic of such a backup plan. I assume that material is fireproof?”

He nodded. “Yes. Tran and Vick are also getting slightly different armor made from materials that are fireproof.”

“That is good for them then. If I am that upset, I will probably resort to flame.”

He nodded again without surprise. “They had assumed that after the last incident. On a side note, we are meeting Aeria’s family tonight.”

I blinked at the sudden topic change. “I have heard a few rumors while in the park of some fathers going a bit overboard in the ‘haze the boyfriend’ department. I doubt I will react any differently to them than to any other strange Kymari, so don’t be surprised if they get too close and I growl at them.”

“I had assumed that, and they will be expecting such a reaction from any fire lizard or bond animal.”

Good, at least he doesn’t expect me to treat every Kymari as if they were my best friend. I still had to put a conscious effort in with Aeria, but it was getting easier over time.

   

       Taureen rang the doorbell, and it was opened by a Kymari male who must have been Aeria’s father. He eyed up Taureen before he was distracted by my presence. He stepped back. “Come in.” 

His demeanor was grudging and not quite welcoming, but from what Taureen said, that was to be expected at this point. I looked around the house as Taureen followed him into the living room. This house was set up much differently than any home I had seen before. 

It seemed more formal, as if it was often on show. It didn’t have the easy and carefree air that graced the small apartments of Taureen’s friends, nor was it anything close to the home Taureen had bought, which was much more open and designed with me in mind.

This place could almost double as a labyrinth. If anyone tried to lay siege to this home, I bet that they would get a rude awakening. Weapons and armor were visible in various locations, showing that the man was a seasoned fighter. I hope Taureen knows what he is getting into.

We entered a small living room with half a dozen chairs surrounding a low coffee table. Aeria, her mother, and another male, who I assumed was her brother, were present and standing while awaiting our arrival.

The mother came forward. “So you are Taureen. We have heard about you.”

Taureen inclined his head. “I hope that it was positive.”

She smiled, but didn’t reply. Her husband had turned around and was eyeing up Taureen like a possible foe. I didn’t like how he was staring at Taureen, who was remaining passive in this examination. I stood up straighter and lifted my head while raising my ear tufts a bit as I stared at the Kymari in a slight challenge.

Taureen was familiar enough with me to notice that I was no longer relaxed. He glanced at me and held up his hand. I stepped onto it and looked at his face. He spoke softly to me, “It is best if you stay with Aeria for a bit.” He held out his hand. “Go to Aeria.”

I turned my head and narrowed my eyes at the father in suspicion before gliding over to Aeria and carefully landing on her shoulder. Her father turned his head to watch my flight with his sharp eyes looking at my claws. 

He seemed surprised that I could be soft-footed when I chose. At this rate, Aeria is going to have to start wearing a shoulder pad or else I could make a mistake and end up scratching her. My normally sharp claws were much sharper after Taureen had found a scratching post for me to wear them down. He had offered to trim them for me, but I declined since my claws wouldn’t have quite the proper angle.

Aeria reached up to gently stroke my wings. Her brother took a step as he came closer for a better look at me, causing me to turn my head and hiss lightly at him. He stepped back with my warning, and I disregarded him to once more to watch his father.

The father was still watching me while he spoke to Taureen. “How many people can handle her?”

“So far, it is just Aeria and myself.”

“It is unusual for a bond animal to accept another person so easily.” His tone was faintly challenging.

Taureen shrugged lightly, although the father couldn’t see the action since he was still watching me. He said, “Tasha let Aeria pet her even the first day when she stopped to talk to me. It took some bribery, but she is more at ease with Aeria now.”

The father turned back to look at Taureen before gesturing to the chairs. “Please take a seat and join us.”

Taureen waited until the others were seated before picking a chair. Aeria was between her mother and brother. Her mother was on my side, and she turned her head to look at me in curiosity. The chairs had some space between them, so thankfully she wasn’t too close.

She leaned closer to me, and I flattened my ear tufts with a low growl as I faced her. She sat straight once more as she looked at Taureen. I relaxed slightly now that she was no longer watching me so openly. Aeria stroked my neck in an attempt to calm me down.

Aeria’s father addressed Taureen. “Tell me about what you do.”

Taureen started explaining our patrols to detect sicora, crawlers, and ktari. Aeria’s father almost certainly knew all of these details already. After Taureen finished speaking, Aeria’s mother nudged Aeria with her knee. “Come help me get some snacks.”

They stood up and began to head for the doorway. I looked at Taureen and started to spread my wings to return to him. He shook his head at me. “Go with them.”

I shook myself and rustled my wings as I folded them again while chittering my dislike of his idea, but I remained on Aeria’s shoulder as she left the room and went down the hallway. She rounded a corner too fast, and I flared my wings for balance, almost falling off of her shoulder to avoid digging in my claws. She instantly stopped to allow me to regain my balance. “Sorry.”

She resumed walking with her mother, but took care to keep her walk smooth. Her mother commented, “I am surprised that she is so careful with her claws considering that she was born wild. If you decide to keep seeing him, we will have to alter the sleeves on some of your shirts so it gives you some protection, without it looking like a shoulder pad, of course.”

Aeria brightened at that idea. “I would like that.” Making a face, she asked, “What do you think father is doing?”

The mother shrugged. “Probably questioning Taureen about things he doesn’t want to ask with you sitting right there. I didn’t expect that the fire lizard would go with you out of the room, so your father probably didn’t either.”

She winced. “I hope it doesn’t come to blows like it did with Florene’s father.”

Her mother shook her head. “Doubtful, neither Florene nor her father particularly liked that suitor. You told us that you approved of him enough to accept his bracelet. Besides, there would be a chance that his bond animal would catch them and probably attack. No, it will be mostly words exchanged.”

They brought a few plates of snacks back, and the three men were sitting just as we left them. I noticed that the three seemed more relaxed now. I hope they got their threats and posturing off of their backs. I remember some of the things my own father threatened to do with any boy I brought home. 

Aeria bent over to place the plate on the low table. She was obviously not used to having something carefully balanced on her shoulder. With an internal sigh, I let myself fall from her shoulder before spreading my wings. She felt my weight slide and went to catch me, but I was faster than her and deftly evaded her hands with an aerial evasion as I flew over to Taureen’s shoulder.

Aeria seemed a bit embarrassed at her slip. I was quite surprised as well, usually Kymari never make such mistakes or oversights. Her mind must have been entirely on something else to have forgotten about me like that. That was quite a rare event. I wonder who is more stressed about this meeting, Taureen or her?

Originally, I would have thought Taureen, but now I was pretty sure that Aeria was much more stressed. Her parents had tensed when I started to slide, but now relaxed as they saw the outcome. I commented to Taureen, “I think she is more nervous about this meeting than you were. She really wants her father to like you.”

He petted my shoulder and wings as I nuzzled his chin. The two women took their seats, and talk ranged from various events in the city to boundary skirmishes in different star systems.

Eventually, the snacks disappeared, and the evening drew to a close. The family escorted Taureen to the door. Her father held out his hand, and Taureen shook it. 

“I look forward to seeing you again, Taureen.”

Taureen bowed his head slightly. “Thank you, sir.”

He shook his head. “Call me Keith.”

“Thank you, Keith.”

I noticed Aeria’s face light up in excitement. I didn’t blame her, usually it took several meetings with the parents for the father to formally give the suitor permission to use his name on a casual basis.

Taureen was halfway home when I shared the memory of Aeria’s smile at her father’s words. He grinned at me. “That went very well. Thank you for your cooperation.”

I warbled my amusement. “No problem. So, what did you three discuss while I was listening to the two ladies discussing desserts, shoulder pads, and her father’s possible reactions?”

He replied, “I had expected it to be worse, but they seemed to be in favor of me from the beginning. I think they were also cautious of what they did in case you reacted badly.”

I lounged on his shoulder and tilted my head as I asked, “Are bond animals that scary?”

He glanced at me in amusement. “Most are known to be highly protective of their handlers, and considering you sent two people to the hospital in under five minutes, it does give them second thoughts. A bond animal that tracks and attacks sicora would be expected to be quite protective.”

I snorted faintly. “Possibly, but I think they are overreacting. Aeria and her mother are planning on making her some small shoulder pads that blend into her clothing. That will be a relief; I was nervous about my claws scratching her, and she isn’t used to me on her shoulder yet.”

He nodded. “I was worried for a moment when you slid off of her shoulder. Good reaction though.”

“I halfway expected it, so it wasn’t too bad.”

Taureen was happy that the evening had gone so well. Apparently, my acceptance of Aeria was a big thing in their minds. Her father had approved of Taureen when he told Taureen to call him by his name. That meant that things were progressing very well.


Chapter 51





I could tell that Taureen was somewhat agitated, despite having me draped around his neck like a scarf while thrumming comfortingly. His irritation was building as he kept glancing at the clock. Truth be told, I won’t be much better shortly. Neither of us were looking forward to the next six hours of separation.

I wasn’t out of sorts since he hadn’t left yet. My head knew that he would have to leave shortly, but my heart saw that he was still here and was content. At this moment, the short-sightedness of my instincts was a blessing, and my relaxed state was keeping Taureen in a level state of mind. I don’t particularly want to imagine what he would be like if I was radiating distress.

From several comments I had overheard, he had not been fun to be around on the shuttle the last time. I wasn’t sure why he was so worked up this time though. I nuzzled his chin, commenting, “I do not recall you being like this last time before you left.”

He sighed and stopped pacing. “I didn’t realize how bad it was last time, and I am not looking forward to it this time. How are you holding up?”

I blinked lazily. “You have not left yet. A small part of my mind knows and is slightly on edge, but it won’t sink in until you are gone.”

The doorbell rang and Aeria entered. Since accepting the bracelet, she never waited for him to answer the door. It didn’t bother Taureen, so I dismissed her actions. Taureen sighed before pulling me against his chest, telling me, “Be good. I should be back within six hours.”

I gently nibbled the edge of his chin. “I feel sorry for those flying with you. A few more months, and they won’t attempt this again. Keep your head in the game enough to make sure that they don’t plan anything stupid.”

With a sigh, he reluctantly held me out to Aeria. She gently picked me up and cradled me against her chest in the same fashion he had done. It was not the same and I didn’t particularly like it, but I let her hold me simply to keep Taureen calm.

Aeria said, “I will keep an eye on her. If she lets me put the harness on her, do you mind me taking her for a walk? It might distract her if she gets anxious. I would keep the leash on her since you won’t be around.”

He grudgingly nodded before turning and leaving. I blinked at his abrupt departure; even in the human world, that would have been considered dreadfully rude. Aeria sighed as she stroked my wings. She quietly said, “I feel bad for him. I know I can’t imagine what it is like for him to be separated from you.”

Well, at least she didn’t take offense at his actions. I twisted around and climbed up on her shoulder so that I wasn’t cradled in her arms. I blinked and examined her shirt; the shoulders were made of a slightly thicker material that I hadn’t noticed until I walked on it. 

I sniffed it and recognized the smell of the same material Taureen’s hawk glove was made from. Nice, I don’t have to watch my claws so closely now.





      An hour later, I was restless. I grumbled at myself, annoyed that my emotions were refusing to listen to logic. It has only been a week since the last time, why does it seem worse? This is going to be a long day…

Aeria noticed that my mood was going downhill, and she pulled out the harness. I didn’t put up any resistance as she put it on. Maybe some fresh air will clear my head. It was pretty boring in the house without talking to Taureen. I was used to working seven or eight hours a day and seeing different things. Simply lazing around with nothing to do didn’t sit well with me anymore.

Aeria clipped the leash on and put me on her shoulder before heading to the back garden. I remained on her shoulder as she did a few laps in the garden as a test. Once she had reassured herself that I was going to sit on her shoulder without any problems, she let herself out the back gate.

I know that sent an alert to Taureen’s wrist comm. I also bet that he is checking my tracking chip to see if it was Aeria leaving with me or someone breaking in while we were still inside. I wonder if Aeria is aware of the silent alarm on that door? Probably not.

Aeria walked to the small park and let me explore on the leash. I found it amusing to tangle my leash really good a few times. After a while, I got bored of such things, and we moved on. I found myself looking at every Kymari as if expecting to see Taureen. My head is so messed up. I don’t even want to think what I will be like in a couple of years.

We walked through another park. As Aeria walked down a long series of stairs, I realized that this was the park by the city wall that Drake had tried to hide in. I hadn’t been in this one before, and I gazed around with interest. The plants and trails looked more untouched and wilder, much like the untouched sections of forest in the main park.

I craned my head to examine the huge trees. I think I will have to see if Taureen will bring me here one day to explore. I knew what the answer would be if I asked. I got almost anything I wanted.

I glanced over as a Kymari male approached Aeria. He greeted Aeria, “How are you doing today?”

Aeria gave him a polite nod. “Doing well, Draven. What brings you through this park?”

“I just got off shift and was passing through since this trail is the shortest path between my post on the wall and the main city. I wasn’t aware that you had a fire lizard.”

“She is Taureen’s. He got called offworld, and she isn’t cleared to leave the planet. I am looking after her for him.”

He looked at me in curiosity. “He doesn’t mind you taking her out?”

She shook her head. “No,” she replied. “It seems to distract her from missing him so badly.”

Draven thought for a moment. “Mind if I walk with you? It has been a while since I have walked through this park.”

She considered it before responding, “I don’t see why not. I was just going to walk along various walking trails and see what Tasha thinks of them. Hopefully, it will distract her.”

They started walking along the path. There were a few oddly-narrow steps in the path ahead, and he reached out as if to touch her elbow to help her down them. Hell with that idea buddy. I leaned down and snapped at his hand with a growl. He pulled his hand back swiftly, and looked at Aeria with a raised eyebrow.

She shrugged slightly as she walked down the few steps gracefully. “Sorry. Tasha reacts to most people like that.” 

She didn’t seem that sorry to me. Draven walked with courteous distance between us as we continued along the pathway. They spoke about various acquaintances they knew, and it sounded like it was mostly about the ones who moved between planets. Draven asked if she planned on remaining on this planet for the foreseeable future.

Aeria gestured with a hand in the direction of the city with a soft smile. “I believe so. The weather here is mild compared to where I grew up. Most of my family is also here, and they plan to remain.” 

I noticed that the hand she used had her bracelet on, like a subtle hint that she had another reason to remain. Draven’s eyes lingered on it for a few seconds, as if just noticing its presence.

We continued walking down the paths, heading deeper and deeper into the ravine. They paused occasionally to let me down and explore. Aeria seemed to be enjoying herself, and Draven had relaxed a bit as he also gazed at the scenery.

Aeria allowed me to go on the grass once more. I took a deep appreciative breath of the forest air before I crawled under a small shrub, once more tangling my leash up in the branches. The scents of the Kymari and their civilization were much fainter out here, and it reminded me of the days in the main park. 

I came out the other side and my leash jerked me to a halt, thoroughly tangled. Aeria shook her head, slightly amused, as she knelt down to free my leash. She started to unravel the leash once, although it seemed to be giving her problems due to the narrow space between the branches. 

She muttered, “There should be no possible way that you managed to create this many knots in a mere twenty seconds…”

I chortled my amusement and tugged against my leash a few times as I tried to keep walking. 

“Hold on. I have to untangle you before you will be able to go anywhere.” Aeria’s nimble fingers were getting a workout.

Draven knelt down beside Aeria, and I turned my head to hiss at him, unhappy and uneasy with his unwelcome presence. He ignored me as he began breaking small branches off the bush, allowing Aeria to finally undo the last knot and get my leash out of the shrub. 

With a sigh, Aeria picked me up before standing. She looked down at me as she said, “I think I am going to wait until we aren’t near bushes before letting you down again.” She turned to Draven, as he got to his own feet, and said, “Thank you.”

He nodded. “You’re welcome.”

They continued walking down the path, although Aeria didn’t let me down, possibly due to the large amount of undergrowth flanking both sides of the trail.





       This park was much bigger than I had realized; it had to be at least half as big as the central park. We had been out here for well over an hour and had not reached the wall that I knew was on the other side of the park. 

The wind shifted, and I raised my nose to the breeze. There was a heavy scent on the wind, one that I had not scented since my days outside of the Kymari walls. To the best of my knowledge, Aeria only had the heavy knife that all Kymari tended to carry. Draven had a heavy knife and his collapsible spear, although I didn’t see any other weapons. 

I wasn’t sure their weapons would be enough to stop this particular creature. This type usually never bothered the dragonets, but it could very well consider the Kymari the right size for a meal. Drake and the others were here for weeks; I am surprised that they never mentioned it…

I growled a faint warning as I sniffed the air again. It got the attention of the other two. 

Aeria looked around in concern. “She is trained to scent sicora. We have to get out of here.”

I had to restrain myself from giving her a disbelieving look. Did she seriously think I would have given such a small reaction had there been a sicora, or even a crawler, around?

Draven glanced around at the trees, trying to spot the threat. “The problem is that we don’t know where it might be.” He took a second look at me. “She smelled it when the wind changed. Let’s go this way.”

He headed downwind, away from the path, in the opposite direction of the scent. I sniffed the air again as the scent grew stronger, showing that it was gaining on us. The heavier scent of the large carnivore reminded me of the dangerous things that could be found beyond the wall. I had been out there before, and my memories of that short period of time were not fond ones.

Draven eventually slowed, glancing back at me. “Is she still worked up?”

Aeria came to a stop as she turned her head to examine me. I looked over my shoulder, back the way we came, with narrowed eyes. I gave another low growl, warning them that we were still being stalked. Draven gritted his teeth in frustration as he said, “A crawler isn’t a problem, but I am not properly armed to take on a sicora. Are you sure that she is picking up those and not something else?”

Aeria was also uneasy. “She has never given warnings in the past, and we have been to four parks over the last few weeks. I can’t imagine what else would make her growl if she can’t even see it.”

Draven started tapping his wrist comm. “Let me call some guards in.” He paused, then tapped his wrist comm a few more times as he narrowed his eyes in confusion. He asked Aeria, “Is your wrist comm working? I can’t get a signal.”

Aeria checked her wrist comm and inhaled sharply. “No. I am not getting anything.” Aeria swiftly scanned the trees again. “Which means that we are on our own until we can get out of the park. Is there a part of this park where it is more open? If we can see it coming at us, we will have more time to react.”

Draven thought for a few moments. “The trees thin out to the east, and there is less underbrush.”

Aeria started heading in that direction, cautiously picking her way through the trees with her hand on her belt knife. Draven took up the rear, constantly glancing behind himself in case of an attack from behind. 

The wind died down, and I could no longer pick up the scent, although I kept looking around in case it tried to sneak up on us.
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Aeria pushed a branch out of the way as she asked, “How far are we from the edge of the park?”

Draven pointed to the side. “The wall should be in that direction, and we are three quarters of the way there.” 

The trees were starting to grow further apart, and the forest wasn’t as dense as before, which was a relief. I still didn’t see anything stalking us, although I was more than a bit doubtful about the chances of it just going away.

She replied, “Tasha has calmed down some, so that is a good sign.”

Draven lightly retorted, “The wind has also disappeared, so don’t let your guard down.”

Aeria frowned slightly. “I wasn’t about to.” She checked her wrist comm. “Still no signal… I can’t believe it. We are inside the city walls; there is no reason that we shouldn’t be able to get a signal.”

Draven checked his wrist comm, tapping it in frustration. “Not sure, but we had better make some distance. Perhaps rub some lobster flower plant on the bottom of our shoes, if we can find any out here. I can’t imagine anything wanting to track that smell.”

Aeria gave him a confused look. “What does it look like?”

“It grows in clumps, often with purple flowers… Ummm… Taureen had a clump in the corner of his backyard.”

“Oh! That one.” 

I also realized which plant he was talking about as well. It smelled like nasty gym socks if you brushed against it or disturbed it. If it hadn’t been in the very back corner, hidden in the middle of some decorative stones, I would have asked Taureen to remove it.

Aeria quickly scanned the area for the plant, but, of course, none was in sight at the moment. She paused. “No, I must be thinking of the purple flower in the front yard. You can’t see the one in the backyard unless you come inside the fence.” Her eyes furrowed in confusion as she trailed off. “But the one in the front has no scent…”

Draven stiffened as Aeria swung her head towards him with a sudden suspicious frown. I inhaled in shock as I realized that Draven had been in the backyard at some point – and one very notable occasion stood out.

She narrowed her eyes as she backed a few steps away from him. “You were the one who broke the lock on the gate…”

He focused on her as his gaze hardened and became rather calculating. “No one else has discovered that, and I am quite surprised that you made the connection. The fire lizard was supposed to take off and never return, leaving Taureen as a regular low-ranking guard. I didn’t learn until afterwards that she had already been licensed as a bond animal, but that won’t stop them from making an example out of me. Well, I guess that leaves you with two choices.” 

Aeria tensed up, and I also watched Draven with sharp eyes; both of us wary of this armed fighter who had just admitted to the crime.

He took a couple of slow footsteps forward while talking. “One, you pretend that you didn’t make that connection; it was only a broken lock, after all. My plan wasn’t supposed to move this fast, and I had intended to court you in the traditional fashion, but accept my courtship instead. I will make sure that you live like a queen. You know how wealthy and well-regarded my family is. Option two, I am sure I won’t have any difficulty disposing of your body.”

I hissed at his words. Taureen was relatively poor in the Kymari world; at least, until I had been made his bond animal, although he never had lacked anything. Had I not known Aeria as well as I did, I would have been more worried. Kymari often put a lot of emphasis on pride and prestige – and Draven had just offered that to her on a platter. As far as most of the Kymari were concerned, it would be a powerful and valuable family alliance for her family.

To join a powerful family, with unlimited access to their wealth, all she had to do was forget about a broken lock – and forget about a man that she had begun to care about. Draven was forgetting one important detail though; Kymari were intensely loyal, and Aeria did care about Taureen, even if it wasn’t quite true love yet. 

I could tell that Aeria was mad, although she was hiding it well. She tried reasoning with him. “How about we get out of this park before that sicora shows up, I will forget about the lock, and we both go our separate ways?”

He started to chuckle deeply. “At first, I thought Tasha detected a sicora since they have been turning up occasionally, but I just realized exactly what scent your little friend was reacting to.”

He gave two sharp whistles, and I heard tree branches breaking as something big came closer. My ear tufts pinned back in alarm as three black raptors squeezed out from between the trees. They wore harnesses, and even worse, Draven wasn’t surprised by their presence.

They looked a lot like a t-rex, just a bit slimmer with longer arms. They had black skin with some lighter grey dappling, and they were at least three times as tall as the Kymari. These were the creatures I had scented - and they clearly belonged to Draven.

Aeria took another slow step backward. “Why do you have black raptors out here?”

Draven remained where he was as the three raptors stopped behind him. “You were always interested in those who handled animals, so I trained these three to impress you. My plans were in motion years before Taureen found that fire lizard. You only began to show interest in him once he became a handler. I hadn’t anticipated your interest in him since it didn’t occur to me that someone in our age group might be designated as a bond animal handler. These three are not quite fully trained yet, but are they not more impressive than that tiny thing tethered to your shoulder?”

My mind was circling round and round as my blood memories kept telling me that this sort of behavior wasn’t something seen among Kymari. The males didn’t take out competition deceitfully or in such an under-handed manner; it wasn’t honorable, and it just wasn’t done. They tried to impress the lady, often going to great lengths to do so, but they never tried to undermine any rivals. Something was seriously wrong, and I didn’t want to be anywhere near him. The faintly wild look in his eyes didn’t exactly reassure me of his sanity.

Aeria hesitated, trying to find a way out of this situation that didn’t involve ending up as raptor chow. Draven spoke coaxingly, “You should come with me and forget about him.”

She stiffened and narrowed her eyes. “No.”

I saw her subtly try her wrist comm again, but Draven also spotted it. He started laughing cruelly. “Thought you could call for help and report me, huh?” he said. “I have blockers in this area. They will stop all frequencies. Nice try, but now I know that I can’t trust you.”

His laughing ceased rather suddenly as he extended his spear. He watched Aeria through narrowed eyes as his body posture shifted to something more dangerous. I tensed up on Aeria’s shoulder as she slowly took a few more steps back. Draven suddenly charged, and Aeria turned to run, knowing that her belt knife wouldn’t be able to stop the fighter. 

I dug my claws into her shoulder pad to avoid falling off as I whipped my head around and spat a fireball across the short distance between us. His eyes widened as he spun to the side to avoid the fiery missile. It had missed, but it had bought Aeria enough time to get into the thicker underbrush. 

Our saving grace was the fact that the raptors were too large to move quickly between the trees. A glance back didn’t show the raptors of Draven. Aeria would be able to outrun the raptors in a heavily-treed forest like this, but I wasn’t sure how fast Draven was… One thing was certain though; he wouldn’t give up, his life was on the line.

Aeria darted between trees, weaving through the dense shrubs as she attempted to be swift and silent. She slid to a stop as she came out in a clearing that was surrounded by the low sandy bluffs at the end of the ravine. Aeria turned around to run back into the sheltering forest, but stopped and backed up as Draven appeared on the trail.

He had a murderous expression on his face, and it was clear that we weren’t going to be able to bluff our way out of this one. It didn’t take the raptors long to find a path through the trees and catch up to their master.

Growling lowly, I built up the heat in my throat. I could feel the flammable mucus coating my throat as I readied my fireball. I knew from past experience that raptors could be deterred with enough fire. The amount of fire I might need for trained ones was debatable though.

Draven looked up at the raptors and spoke a command that I didn’t understand. They bared their teeth at us as they lowered their heads aggressively. I took a deep breath and spat the fireball with a torrent of fire propelling it. Draven turned back just in time to see it and try to dodge the fiery missile. It still hit his shoulder and neck, causing serious burns to any exposed skin.

His scream distracted his raptors, who turned to see what was attacking him. I looked at Aeria. “Unclip my leash!”

She turned to look at me in surprise, not comprehending my words in her disbelieving shock.

“My leash! Unclip it now!”

With shaking hands, she unclipped my leash, and I threw myself into the sky. I dove down at Draven, who was on his knees trying to put out the sputtering flames as the burning gel now clung to his hands as well. I spread my wings and used the momentum of my dive to streak behind his head. I lashed out with my front claws, aiming for an exposed spot on the side of his neck. My strike connected just below the jawline.

He turned to strike at me with his spear, but I was already out of range. I heard a sickening thud and glanced back. Draven looked shocked as he stared at the heavy knife buried in his stomach. I looked to the side to see Aeria in a fighting crouch, with her knife was no longer on her. She must have thrown it.

I regained height as the raptors milled about uncertainly, confused by their master’s blood and pain. Draven looked at the raptors and shouted a command at them. They turned as one and started to advance rapidly on Aeria.

While he was distracted, I dove again and once more slashed the side of his neck as I passed behind him. I dodged his strike with a wingover before heading towards Aeria. I flew between the raptors and Aeria, leaving a long line of fire in the grass with my fiery breath.  

They hesitated at the sight of the fire, but the green grass didn’t want to burn, and the flames flickered out moments later. I glanced back to see Aeria trying to climb the vertical bluff. She simply could not get a good grip on the crumbling sandy cliffs, her handholds kept collapsing.

“There is a cave on your right side; it is too small for the raptors to get in.”

She turned and ran along the cliff before crouching over to enter the small black tunnel. I quickly swooped into the opening after her, pulling into a hover just inside the entrance. I peered into the darkness, trying to get my eyes to adjust quicker. 

My night sight wasn’t that good, but the cave was small enough that it didn’t matter. I landed on a rocky outcrop just inside the entrance. Aeria was watching me as I quickly examined our hiding place. The tunnel didn’t go far; in theory, the raptors arms were just long enough to reach us, although they simply couldn’t angle their arms to the side to reach in.

I turned around as something snuffled at the tunnel entrance. With a screech, I spat a fireball at the giant nose filling the entrance. With a surprised and pained snort, it swiftly withdrew its head, leaving us with the putrid smell of raptor breath. I stood guard just inside the entrance; anything that tried to enter that narrow space was going to get flamed.

I glanced back to see Aeria fiddling with her wrist comm again. She saw my look and spoke in frustration. “It still isn’t working.”

I nodded my understanding. I concentrated on Taureen’s face and kept my voice calm. “I have no idea if you can hear me, but you might want to check your wrist comm. I got off-leash, and I am not too sure exactly where we are. Please send someone to check on us.”

I wasn’t sure if he could hear me, but it didn’t have that hollow echo that it did when he was unconscious. I purposefully didn’t mention that we were hiding in a cave from raptors and an insane Kymari; otherwise his reaction might give our silent conversation away. Hopefully, a strayed bond animal with its handler offworld would get a swift response. 

I doubted he would hear me though; he was in a different solar system, and the range was far too great. I hissed fiercely as a nose approached the entrance, and it backed up. At least they seem to have gotten the hint the first time around.

I jumped down to the ground and slunk with my belly to the ground as I approached the entrance. I was ready to leap back into the safety of the small tunnel at a moment’s notice as I peered above the rocks near the edge of the entrance. 

The three raptors were eyeing up the entrance and didn’t seem to know what to make of my small form snaking my way through the loose rock rubble. I glanced past their long legs to see Draven slumped on the ground, his back to us. He had some blood streaking down his armor, and it looked like he had collapsed. 

I narrowed my eyes. Not likely, and I am not buying your ploy. It took a lot to take down a Kymari, especially a guard. They were sturdy and used to fighting. Besides, there is still the small problem of three rather large carnivorous beasts between him and us.

I crawled back into the tunnel before resuming my perch on the outcropping. I said, “He is still waiting out there for us to come out. The raptors are also still there. Our best route is to try to hole up in here and wait them out. How long will it be until someone misses us?”

Aeria looked at me in confusion. “It is you talking. I wasn’t sure at first. How are you doing that?”

I sighed. “Yes, it is me. Please don’t mention it to anyone. Taureen knows I can do it, but if others find out, it could put the lives of all fire lizards on the line. I am not sure how I do it. Let’s get back on track. How long will it be until we are missed?”

She blinked and glanced at her comm. “I am not sure. No one was expecting me. Taureen will likely be the first to come looking for us.” 

She glanced at the cave entrance nervously. I didn’t blame her; we were like rabbits in a tunnel, and the weasel could easily come in as well. 

“I can flame anything that comes in that entrance. It will buy us some time, and Draven won’t be up to fighting speed with the injuries we gave him. Any ideas or thoughts on what we can do to stop him if he tries to come in?”

Aeria and I began to discuss our rather limited options.
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It didn’t take us more than a few minutes to come up with a basic plan. We had to pause while I spat fireballs at two more raptor noses. They seemed to wander off after that; I couldn’t hear their heavy breathing at any rate.

Aeria finished tying another length of cord across the floor before she went back to stacking rocks for a short wall. If Draven came in, I would aim my fire at his face and blind him if possible.

He was probably expecting that tactic after the captain’s fate and my earlier attacks. If he tried to shield his face, he wouldn’t be able to see anything coming at him. He would also miss the cords that were stretched out to trip him. Aeria had shown me a tendon on the back of the knee to target. If I could cut it, he would be unable to use that leg.

We waited in our perspective places, uneasy and apprehensive. Aeria glanced at her wrist comm and said, “The good news is that Taureen will be back in three hours if we can hold out that long. If he can find us, that is.”

I glanced back at her. “I have a tracker on me. Taureen put it on me after the back gate had been broken. It is a special one that he should be able to track no matter where I am or what kind of blockers might be around.”

She sighed in relief. “That is good news then.” She glanced at the entrance uneasily. “It is disturbingly quiet out there.”

Her observation was a good one, and I was wondering what Draven was up to that was taking him so long. I jumped down and started to crawl towards the entrance. 

“Don’t go out. He is probably waiting just above the entrance to strike.”

I considered that for a moment. “I will keep that in mind. I can move faster than he can drop down.”

I heard her grit her teeth in frustration at my stubbornness. “He is more likely to launch his spear at you the second he sees you.”

I ignored her warning and kept creeping forward with a wary eye above me. Taureen will probably kill me later if he gets all of the details. Hopefully, she will keep some of this quiet. I peered out and blinked in confusion. The raptors were nowhere in sight, but Draven was still on the ground. 

I eyed him up, but my time with the Kymari had taught me one thing over and over again. Kymari are endlessly patient. His spear was still in his lap as well, and I knew that if we left the cave, he could very well throw it at Aeria like a javelin. I backed up slowly and returned to my perch. Aeria waited for my update. 

“He is still where he was last time. I don’t think he has moved.”

Aeria frowned. “Is he doing anything with his wrist comm, wires, or black boxes?”

I shook my head. “No, he is slumped on the ground as if playing dead, but I can’t see your knife wound and my few scratches doing more than simply slowing him down.”

Aeria frowned at the entrance. “No, it would take a lot more than that to cause serious injury. He is likely waiting for us to come out.”

That was my exact line of thought as well. I jumped to the other side of the opening where I could just see the area above Draven. If he stood up, I would spot him. I settled down and curled my tail around me while maintaining watch. “Then we wait.”

   

      It wasn’t even a minute later that a shuttle dropped into the clearing, and a dozen heavily-armed Kymari guards got out. I glanced back at Aeria with wide eyes. “Are these new arrivals friends or foes? If they are enemies, we are about to have our hides handed to us if they realize that we are in here.”

She quickly came forward and peered out. In theory, all Kymari should all be on our side, but considering what we had just gone through, we were being understandably cautious. We watched as half of them put Draven on a stretcher and loaded him into the shuttle. Another shuttle dropped out of the sky and more guards got out, most of them heading towards the far treeline. 

I perked my ear tufts and raised my head slightly. “That is Tran. This group must be on our side. I know that Tran wouldn’t let anyone hurt either of us.”

She also examined the newcomers. “And there is Vick and Tkael too. I guess that is our cue to leave.”

She looked at me, and I stood up before flying up to her shoulder. I said, “You might want to put that leash back on; otherwise, Tran might have some words for you. Remember, not a word to anyone about the fact that I can talk.”

She nodded and clipped my leash on before ducking to exit the tunnel. I dug my claws into the fabric of her shirt to remain on her shoulder, glad she had the protection of the hidden shoulder pad to protect her from my claws. She stood up with a sigh of relief after being crouched over for so long in the tunnel.

She barely took two steps before someone spotted her, and the fighters quickly closed in on us. I hissed at one who got too close, and he backed up a few steps. Tran pushed through the group. “Thank goodness you are alright. What happened?”

Aeria glanced at the blood-stained grass. “Draven tried to kill us. How did you know where we were?”

Tran replied, “Taureen checked his wrist comm and realized that Tasha was deep in a park, far away from any trails. From what I heard, he was quite worried when he was unable to reach your wrist comm. Speaking of that, I had better let him know that you two are okay before he blows up again.”

Tran tried his comm and frowned. Aeria snorted, as if faintly insulted that he thought she hadn’t tried to use her wrist comm. She said, “There is a blocker in the area. Otherwise, you would have heard from me quite some time ago.”

Tran shook his head, disgusted that his comm was blocked. With a shake of his head, he said, “Let’s get back to the city then.”

Aeria followed him into the large shuttle. This one actually had a driver, not just a robot pilot. With a few words, the shuttle took off. 

Tran kept trying his comm until he sighed in relief. “There, I sent him a message that you are both unharmed and were near a blocker. I didn’t mention Draven since he would flip, although I did say that we were heading straight back to his place. He will probably have the communication stream up and waiting.”

Aeria sighed and rubbed her forehead. “How badly did he react when he couldn’t find me?”

Tran said, “When he couldn’t get through to your comm, he checked with your family and several of your friends. None of them had seen you. Considering that Tasha’s tracker was nowhere near a trail when we have been seeing more sicora and crawler activity, to say that he was worried is putting it lightly.”

She winced. “He called my parents?”

“He hoped that you had gone to visit them.”

Her shoulders sagged. “They are going to kill me.”

“Doubtful.”  Tran didn’t seem overly worried about that particular fate.

The shuttle door opened, and the two of them got out. We were right in front of the house.

Tran murmured, “You might want to wait until he is back before mentioning Draven or the raptors.”

She glanced at him in disbelief. “When he learns that I withheld knowledge from him, he will kill me.” 

“Doubtful. Once he calms down, he will realize that the event was long over when you spoke with him and delaying the information simply made it easier on everyone around him.”

She composed herself as she opened the door. I could see the screen with Taureen’s face on it from where I sat. I trilled a greeting and tugged lightly on my leash with my jaws.

I focused on Taureen and kept my voice innocent. “We went on an adventure and do we have a story for you when you get home. We visited that big park by the wall. I wouldn’t mind going there again one day when I can go off-leash. It looks like a really interesting place.” I tilted my head, “By the way, I am still not sure if you can hear me or not.”

He nodded his head slowly. “I see you made it back in one piece. Why didn’t you respond to my calls?”

I was positive that his polite and collected expression was a mask that was covering an entire frenzy of emotions. I was equally positive that the nod was also a confirmation that he could hear me. That boggled my mind; it shouldn’t be possible. Aeria unclipped the leash, and I flew over to land in front of the laptop. 

She sat in the seat behind me. “We visited one park, and I didn’t think to check my comm while we were there. The guards are now looking for the blocker that must be in that park. I wasn’t aware that it was there was something wrong with it until a shuttle with fighters came looking for us.”

He exhaled heavily in worry. “Please don’t go off the main trails with Tasha again. If you go out, take Tran or Vick with you.”

She replied, “I plan on staying here until you get back.”

He sighed. “Thank you.” He glanced to the side at something we couldn’t see, before looking back at us. “I have to disconnect the link before the navigators have my hide. The communication stream is stronger than the signal from the beacon, and it is causing them unnecessary difficulties due to the interference.”

Aeria reassured him, “We will wait for you.”

I blinked. “See you soon.”

He nodded before disconnecting. 

Aeria started to undo my harness. “Well, that went better than I had hoped.”

Tran chuckled without humor. “Just wait until he gets back.” Tran apparently had an odd sense of humor…

She groaned at the thought of Taureen’s reaction. I grinned and spoke to Aeria, “Just let me butter him up first. Once he is relaxed and I am on his lap, you can break the news to him. He won’t be able to throw a fit without having to move me.”

She glanced at me, as if surprised that I was still talking to her now that we were out of immediate danger. She looked at Tran. “Any idea how much longer it will be until he is back?”

I wanted to know that detail as well and perked my ear tufts up in interest.

“He will be here in under an hour, and the shuttle already has orders to drop him off here.”

She blinked in surprise. “That is earlier than planned.”

Tran shook his head as he turned to go. “The shuttle left after no one could find you. I also highly doubt that the Elders are ever going to ask him to leave Tasha after his argument with one of the Elders.”

Her voice was shocked. “He argued with an Elder?!”

Tran chuckled deeply. “Oh, yes. And he won hands down. No Elder at the meeting could refute his words either.”

I blinked. That is quite impressive. I wonder exactly what he said to pull that one off? Just before he walked out the door, Tran said, “He also set quite an example as to why handlers should never be separated from their bond animal.”

Then again, perhaps ignorance is bliss. The look on Aeria’s face also spoke volumes. Tran left and dead silence reigned in his wake. I curled up under the heat lamp and bespoke Aeria in a contemplative tone, “This could get interesting.”

She gave me a look of pure incredulity.
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The door opened, and I flew straight into Taureen’s arms. He sighed in relief as he hugged me. I thrummed for all I was worth with our reunion. Aeria had remained sitting, and Taureen moved to his usual seat.

They sat in silence as Taureen held me; Aeria probably didn’t want to be the one to start this conversation. He put me down on his lap and finally looked at Aeria. He said, “Please tell me that you weren’t alone when you went so far off of the main trails with so many crawler sightings recently.”

She shook her head. “No, a guard who just got off duty accompanied us. Otherwise, I wouldn’t have gone.”

“Anyone I know?”

“Draven.” 

He gave her a long look. Obviously, he knew of the guy and didn’t think highly of him. He glanced at her belt. “Did you lose your knife?”

It didn’t surprise me that he had noticed her knife sheath was empty. He was quite observant, as he had demonstrated time after time. I rolled upside down on his lap, commenting, “Do you believe the old saying that ignorance is bliss?”

Aeria shrugged, unaware of my words. “I used it in the park, but I am not entirely sure where it is at the moment.” That answer alone would raise suspicion since Kymari simply did not just misplace things. 

Taureen looked down at me as I lay on my back with my wings partially unfurled for comforts’ sake. He was silent for some time, possibly detesting the fact that he was unable to make his thoughts heard by me without other people overhearing.

He blinked and reached out with one hand to gently grasp my hand. He pressed lightly on the base of my claws, causing them to extend. He regarded me. “Do I want to know why you have dried blood on your claws?”

I blinked at the faint streaks of dried blood in a few of the groves on my claws. I hadn’t even noticed it, so I had no clue how Taureen had spotted it so quickly. Some days he was just far too observant… 

I tilted my head as I tried to think how to break the news to him gently. “Probably not. It is quite a long story and will likely tax your patience and sanity to the utmost.”

He looked up at Aeria, searching for clearer answers. “Who did she scratch?”

Aeria sighed in resignation. “She gave Draven a pretty good scratch.”

“How did he react?”

“I am not entirely sure since I left at that point.”

He took a deep slow breath at her lack of detail; he knew that both of us were avoiding something - and he wanted to know what it was. I whispered quietly in his mind, “I think you should hear the full story, but please remain calm.” He transferred his gaze to me again and watched me intently since I was the closest to providing the information he was after. 

My voice was barely audible even in my own mind. “It was bad enough that I ended up mindspeaking Aeria in order to get both of us out alive. She knows that I can mindspeak people and have spoken to you in the past. I did tell her to keep it a secret, but we didn’t exactly have time for speech.”

Taureen inhaled swiftly in shock and stiffened before turning to look at Aeria. “She spoke to you?”

Aeria nodded slowly. Taureen exhaled gustily, still watching her with slightly-narrowed eyes. “You are aware that you can’t mention that to anyone else, right?”

Her voice showed that she knew it was a serious matter. “Yes, she told me it was important that I remain silent, and I wasn’t even going to mention it to you unless you brought it up.”

He glanced at me and then back to Aeria. He said, “What exactly did she mean when she said she had to speak to you to get you both out alive?”

Aeria took a deep breath before slowly going over the events. By the time she finished, Taureen’s eyes were closed and his breathing was reflecting whatever self-control exercises he had been trained in. He had been livid when the back gate had been broken, and I suspected that he was far past that point now that he knew that Draven had just tried to kill both me and Aeria. He was hiding it well though, possibly to avoid scaring or disturbing me.

He finally opened his eyes and gazed down at me. His voice remarkably calm when I knew that thrashing Draven was the main thing on his mind. “I must say that I am extremely glad that you mindlinked me. I wasn’t aware that you could do that over such a distance.”

I blinked slowly. “Neither was I.” I let both of them hear my response, and they could feel the difference in my mindvoice. “The main mindlink isn’t even strong enough to stretch from one side of the central park to the other. The direct speech must be stronger than I had realized.”

Aeria sat up straighter in realization. “That was how you knew to send the guards. I wasn’t aware that she had contacted you.”

“Her voice was extremely faint, but I could hear it.” He frowned slightly at me. “But she made it sound like she had gotten loose, and you two had simply gone astray. Her words didn’t make me think that you were in any real trouble.”

I shrugged as best I could while laying on my back. “I am sorry about that, but what would you have done if I told you that I had flamed the noses of three raptors while trapped in a cave with an insane Kymari outside? If you were closer, say on the planet, I probably would have included more details.”

He sighed heavily and closed his eyes once again. “That is not really helping me calm down.”

I wonder if a distraction would help. I glanced sideways at Aeria as I directed my voice at Taureen, while letting her listen in. “We could always discuss some of the other things that I overheard the ladies talking about while you were away.”

Aeria’s jaw dropped. “What did you tell him?!”

Taureen was successfully distracted and started chuckling. “It may be safer to ask what she didn’t tell me.”

“Tasha! How could you? To think that I trusted you!”

I grinned at her. “I am on Taureen’s side, what can I say?”

Aeria shook her head while muttering something about the walls having ears. I wiggled a bit while upside down and gave her an innocent look. “To be fair, I didn’t tell him everything. Some of it was girl talk that I didn’t feel comfortable repeating.”

She groaned as her gaze moved to stare at her feet in embarrassment. “I can’t even remember everything that my friends and mother discussed around you. It never crossed my mind that you would even be capable of understanding us, let alone telling Taureen.”

I tilted my head. “I am a winged lizard that lived in the forest until this year. I do not understand as much as you give me credit for.”

“Thank goodness for small mercies.”

Taureen chuckled before his mood grew serious once more. He pressed a few buttons on his wrist comm. “Tran, can you please tell me what condition Draven is in and where he is located? I have a bone to pick with him.”

Tran’s voice came back through the device. “Draven is dead, and his body is already being shipped out to his parent’s place in the delta quadrant for funeral arrangements.”

I blinked in shock. Who beat Taureen to the kill? I know that Tran threatened it, but I had been under the assumption that he would at least wait until Taureen was present from his previous comments. Although, if Aeria’s parents already got wind of Draven’s attempt to kill their daughter, then it really isn’t too surprising.

Taureen’s voice was hard. “Who killed him?”

Tran’s voice came back. “He was dead when we got there. Tasha managed to slash an artery in his neck as well as numerous big blood vessels. Aeria’s knife caused internal bleeding and some other serious damage. In the end, he bled out. It looks like he tried to stop the bleeding in the neck wounds, but he simply wasn’t carrying the proper first aid stuff to seal that many deep lacerations.”

I was stunned, and my mindvoice was soft. “I thought he was playing dead. It didn’t occur to me that I could have hit an artery.”

I rolled back onto my stomach, no longer feeling quite right. The other two sat in silence as they realized that he had actually been dead before our help had arrived. I curled up tightly on Taureen’s lap as my mood shifted; I was responsible for someone’s death, and it was a terrible realization. I felt stained, like I had lost an innocence that could never be reclaimed. My claws had claimed a life. It was a devastating thought.

Taureen picked up my growing distress. “Tasha, what is wrong?” I could hear the worry in his voice.

My voice was quiet and likely reflected my sad state of mind. “I have never been responsible for someone’s death before. I have always been careful with my claws and fire to ensure that they didn’t do too much damage. I had purposefully harmed him, but I simply wanted him to leave us alone. I never intended his death…” 

My voice was shaking at the end with my emotions. Taureen picked me up and cradled me against his chest. I curled up even tighter and shook lightly with the force of my guilt and horror. Taureen murmured wordlessly to me as he rocked back and forth slightly.

He stroked my scales as my shaking eventually subsided. “Do not blame yourself. He would have been dead one way or another, and your way was the kindest he could have received, considering his actions. Had he survived, the Elders would have made an example out of him, and it would have been as close to torture as our kind will go.”

His words made no difference to my guilt. I opened my eyes to look at him. “That does not change what I am feeling.”

He hummed comfortingly as he kept rocking me. “I doubt any death of an intelligent species will ever sit well with you, regardless of the fact that you are not to blame. For all of your hissing, growling, and scratching, and despite the fact that you yearn to see sicora dead, your heart and spirit are peaceful. You would have to be cruel to enjoy someone’s death, and you are not cruel. You prefer the Morning Song to the hunt. Yes, you will feel sadness, but do not blame yourself.”

I was quiet as I absorbed his words. Yes, I would much rather fly the Morning Song than hunt down sicora, but if sicora lived, they threatened the possibility of the Morning Song in a way I couldn’t put words to. Deep down, that was the true reason that all dragonets wanted them dead, although I hadn’t realized it until this moment.

I had known very well that there would be hell to pay as soon as Taureen discovered who had broken the lock on the gate. Draven’s own actions would have brought serious punishment down on himself, although it had been delayed since no one knew it was him. Had he not come into the open in an attempt to force Aeria’s hand, no one would have likely ever figured it out. His murder attempt of a Kymari had sealed his fate and removed any possibility of a second chance.

My blood memories gave me faint shadows of the long punishments Draven would have undergone. The Kymari did not tolerate threats to bond animals any more than they would put up with a threat to their own children. They would have made quite an example out of him to deter any race from thinking about trying anything with the Kymari bond animals – and that didn’t even take into account what Aeria’s father would have done the moment he learned that someone had tried to kill his daughter.

I leaned my head against Taureen’s chest and listened to his soothing heartbeat. I did not enjoy torture or death. I had not meant his death; it had been an accident in my self-defence. I would prefer that he was still alive, but he would not thank me for that thought if he had survived until the guards had arrived. His death would have been long in coming as he was punished for every thought and action. 

My mistake had been his mercy stroke. It had saved him endless pain, suffering, and shame. That did not make it right, but I had not intended his death, even though he had looked forward to our demise. I would have to watch my claws more carefully in the future.

With that thought, I slowly relaxed as I forgave myself. Once I was done, I felt empty and drained. I left my eyes closed and simply listened to Taureen’s steady heartbeat.


Chapter 55

            

I blinked slowly as I woke up. My mind was slow to respond and confused. It took me some time to get my bearings in the complete darkness. My biggest hint was the sound of Taureen’s extremely slow heartbeat. 

Once more, he had me curled up against his chest as he slept. I didn’t recall falling asleep, but it didn’t surprise me that he refused to leave me alone after my anguish last night. I had no desire to move and simply rested there.

I must have dozed off again since I woke when I felt Taureen stir. I blinked sleepily as he gently pulled the covers back. He stroked my wings gently. “How are you feeling?”

I uncurled a bit. “The pain and guilt are gone. I feel a bit of sadness, but it is distant and faint. Such emotions seem to fade swiftly with my kind if there is no direct and current cause.”

His voice was kind as he said, “Hopefully, it will completely fade, and the memory will lose its sting. The sun will be rising shortly, so we had best rise as well.”

The thought of the Morning Song was tempting, and I moved away from Taureen to stretch. I left his room to give him privacy to change. Taureen found me in the garden as I waited for the sun. His hunt for me wasn’t hard since it was our routine.

It didn’t surprise me that Aeria showed up earlier than usual. She didn’t disturb me, although no one ever approached me while I was waiting for the sunrise. She went to sit beside Taureen and spoke softly with him. Their voices were too low for me to make out, but I didn’t really try. My attention was on the sun.

I perched on the piece of driftwood as I gazed at the bright object that was starting to peer over the horizon. It seemed rather eager to greet me and appeared to rise faster than normal, although it was likely just my anticipation playing tricks in my mind.

The sunlight seemed to ripple as it signaled the start of the song. I spread my wings to answer its call and took flight. Joy once more flooded through my heart and mind as I sang of the new day. I was more grateful for the Song this morning since yesterday’s events had come so close to silencing me forever.

I wove my gratefulness into the song, and my song seemed richer and more tempered. I truly knew why I sang this morning. It wasn’t just for the sheer delight of it or because the song called to me like a siren. It was because life is precious and another day had started. 

I could finally see it now. Our Morning Song was like a crystal catching the plain light and showing the world all of the hidden colors within. It had been meant to share from the very beginning. We had subconsciously realized it when we had let the Kymari watch, regardless of how much we wanted to avoid them.

The joy and restoration of the Morning Song shone through me, overflowing my heart and soul. The Song was strong enough to dissipate the last lingering shadows of my grief, like strong sunlight burning off faint traces of fog.

The sun continued to rise, and the Song eventually faded. I drifted down to land on a rock to watch the sun for some time. The sunrise was cloudless, lacking the brilliant reds and oranges, but the sky held a million shades of blue; from the palest hint of sapphire to a rich navy blue. It was a brilliant tapestry that hid its splendor in its modesty.

I turned and flew over to land on Taureen’s shoulder. He put a bowl of fruit beside him and pulled out the cleaning kit. I hopped down to his lap; I could reach the bowl easily when I lay down. I was delighted to see that the bowl held most of my favorites. I picked out a piece and nibbled daintily on it while Taureen gently spread one of my wings and started buffing it.

Aeria was watching me, “For some reason, I still have a hard time believing that you are able to talk right into my mind.”

I trilled my amusement, “I bet you would have a hard time coming up with hard evidence that it ever happened. Kymari like things that they can prove, things that say an event truly happened.”

Taureen chuckled. “She has you there.”

Aeria found it amusing as well. “True, for someone who claims to be unfamiliar with Kymari ways, you are quite intuitive.”

I shrugged lightly. “Some things are clearer than others.”

I could tell that they were trying to avoid any mention of yesterday’s events. Their caution was in vain though; the Morning Song had cleansed my heart.

Taureen started with the oiling, and my muscles turned into putty. I half closed my eyes, but slightly resisted the desire to completely relax since I would probably fall asleep. My mindvoice would be reflecting my relaxed and entranced state of mind, “As much as we are avoiding the topic, what kind of fallout should I expect from yesterday’s events?”

Taureen kept massaging the oil in. He knew the effect that the oiling had on me and was relying on its calming effects. 

“Not as much as you are likely thinking,” he said. “Aeria went before the Elders to tell the story, and by Draven’s own words, he admitted to breaking the gate lock as well as his intentions to kill both of you in the park. The autopsy revealed that he actually had a rare disease that attacks the brain and causes irrational and obsessive behaviors. That type of disease does not show up in a normal checkup, but it will turn up in a sample of spinal fluid. It isn’t contagious and tends to appear like cancer.”

I could barely concentrate on the discussion with the heavenly massage, but I had to ask, “If he had survived, would this discovery have changed the outcome?”

Taureen shook his head. “No. The moment he noticed that he was contemplating murder of a Kymari, he should have gone to the hospital. It is well known that some blood imbalances can cause such tendencies, and they are easily corrected. He did not go, and that makes his plans intentional.”

He massaged the back of my neck and my eyes slightly glazed over with the sensations. He continued, “Had he gone to the hospital, they would have found the cause within the hour and none of this would have happened. The disease he had takes decades to get to such an advanced stage. Without treatment, it would have only gotten worse. It had several other symptoms that he would have noticed a long time ago.”

Aeria gazed at me in mild amusement as she changed the topic. “You sound like you are drugged. Is the massage that good?”

I glanced at her with a half-opened eye before sending her a mental feeling of what I was experiencing. She blinked slowly, looking somewhat dazed, and I was reminded of the first time that I had sent pure emotion to Taureen. 

I let both of them hear me again. “Sorry, I should have warned you. If it makes you feel better, Taureen looked exactly the same way the first time I shared a strong emotion with him.”

Aeria shook her head as if to clear it. “Well, I am certainly jealous.”

Taureen glanced at her in curiosity. “What did she show you?”

Aeria responded, “I think it was how the massage felt in her mind. I have no idea how she can think straight like that. It is rather odd to have emotions appearing in my head when they are not my own.”

“I know what you mean. Her emotions can be quite strong and single-minded to the point where nothing else can intrude. It does show how effective the oiling was when she didn’t trust me though.”

Aeria blinked in realization before asking, “How exactly did you two get to this point? I know from glancing at your training journals that she was far from thrilled to be your guest in the beginning.”

Taureen hummed lightly in thought before answering, “To be honest, I thought she was just an animal until quite recently. The first time that I clearly recall her speaking to me was when we dodged the tree at the waterfall. We have been talking ever since.”

Aeria tilted her head. “That you clearly recall? You seem like you are remembering another event.”

Taureen looked down at me while shifting my wing to oil the underside of it. I was close to a rag doll at this point while I simply listened to them in a half trance.

He glanced over at her. “Shortly after being designated her handler, I had been debating on a name for her. A name came to me in my sleep, but it was as if someone had whispered it in my ear. I had never heard that voice before either. I did wake somewhat, but no one was in the apartment. The unfamiliar female voice and the odd name kept rolling around in my head, so I decided to go with it.”

“I didn’t even think that what we call her might be different than her own name.” She asked me, “Your name is really Tasha?”

I sent a mental confirmation, “Yes…”

She smiled warmly at the emotions in the background of my one-word reply. “No wonder you practically fall asleep every time.”

“Mmmm…” They both chuckled at my response. I was past the half asleep stage and didn’t really care.

   

       I woke up and lifted my head, discovering I was still on Taureen’s lap, but they had moved inside to the living room.

“Good morning.” Aeria was quite amused by the fact that I had fallen asleep.

I yawned and shook my wings out lightly. “Good morning. By the way, this isn’t exactly a rare occurrence.”

She grinned. “I don’t recall you falling asleep on me. Although I think you came close once or twice.”

I stood up and stretched, answering honestly and somewhat frankly. “You will discover that my mind and my instincts can often have two different outlooks. My mind is trying to accept you, but my instincts make me distrust any Kymari. It will take time, but if you two keep hanging around, I will get to that stage eventually. At the moment, my instincts simply won’t let me lower my guard that far with you yet.”

Aeria nodded slowly. “Thank you for that. Is that why you let me touch you even when you hissed or growled at others?”

I nodded as I sat down. “Yes. At first, it was difficult, but it is getting easier. I no longer have the desire to hiss or growl when you pet me. I would never scratch a child, but that is my own mindset. My tolerance of Kymari in general is unlikely to change.”

Taureen looked at me in curiosity. “Why did you let her pet you that day in the park? I clearly remember my surprise at your behavior.”

The memory of that day made me grin at him. Letting Aeria still listen in, I said, “I saw the skin on your neck flush and knew you took a fancy to her. I was also aware that she had no current suitors since she didn’t wear a bracelet.”

Once more, the skin on his neck flushed, and I warbled my amusement at his reaction. He said, “You are one crafty and subtle matchmaker, although I am glad that you let her pet you that day in the park.”

Aeria nodded slowly in agreement. “So am I.”

I moved under the heat lamp to grab some extra heat before the day began. “What are our plans for today looking like?”

Taureen shrugged. “We are off schedule today, so whatever you feel like doing.”

I blinked at him as I tallied the days up. “It isn’t our usual day off.”

“After last night, I mentioned to the patrol supervisors that you were somewhat out of sorts, so they took us off of schedule today to let you recover. Is there anything in particular you want to do?”

I was surprised that they would take us off of the schedule because I had a bad day, but it really shouldn’t surprise me. They were careful with bond animals. I also suspect that if they had argued, they would have been dealing with Taureen, and he wasn’t in that great of a mood yesterday either. They probably knew it too.

I snorted lightly in amusement. “This just goes to prove that I will never truly understand Kymari. All I really do is ride around on your shoulder. You do most of the work. But who am I to argue? I wouldn’t mind visiting that park along the wall for a bit, although I hope we can avoid the area with the raptors. I had never been in that one before, and it seems different from the other parks. Quite interesting, and I look forward to exploring it. Other than that, I have no real preferences.”

Taureen sighed faintly. “I don’t think you truly understand how our society views bond animals.”  He got up and began stashing a few weapons in his pockets. “We can go to that park though. The raptors were found and captured last night, so the park is safe.” 

In reality, I had a pretty good idea at this point about how they viewed bond animals, but I downplayed my knowledge in hopes that they would underestimate me. Creatures born in a forest simply should not understand how a highly-advanced society worked. 

Serena, Tom, and I had already decided that we would never reveal that we had once been human. We had also decided that whenever any dragonet was brought into captivity, we would let them in on the secret that bonded dragonets often talked with their handlers. We would also inform that dragonet of what we had decided about what we could or could not share about our shady past.

Taureen picked up the harness. “Ready to go?”

I promptly flew over to let him put the harness on.


Chapter 56

            

I could certainly see why Drake and his group had been able to hide here so well. This park had lots of big trees with huge branches. Taureen and Aeria were trailing behind me somewhere as I explored the dense canopy of the trees.

I glanced through the branches. “Uh, I am not sure if you two were expecting Keith, but he is coming down the path.” I had no idea why Aeria’s father would be out here, but I was positive that it wasn’t by chance.

I kept hidden in the tree canopy while silently stalking him. He was not surprised to see Taureen and Aeria. Although, I saw his footsteps pause as he noted my absence, much to my amusement.

Taureen nodded a greeting. “Good morning, Keith. What brings you out this way?”

Keith replied, “You, actually. But where is your fire lizard?”

Taureen gestured to the trees. “She is around exploring.”

He raised his eyebrow in disbelief. “You trust her to come back so easily when she was wild mere months ago?”

Taureen nodded easily. “Yes. You underestimate the strength of the ties between a bond animal and their handler.”

Keith regarded him for a moment. “I know any bond is close, but it usually takes several years to fully develop.”

Taureen wasn’t at all concerned as he replied, “She has come back before and she will again, but you did not come all the way out here just for a quiet walk through the park.”

Keith nodded as he joined them on their slow stroll, walking back the way he had come. “The Elders have circulated their final plan to find that sicora hive. I am hoping that you will allow me to join the hunt.”

That wasn’t what Taureen had expected to hear, and he gave Keith a confused look before replying, “The fighter groups are being decided by the Elders. I am not sure why you are coming to me with this request.”

Keith walked beside them with a patient expression. “A handler going into a dangerous situation typically has six guards strictly for them and their bond animal. I know you have already named Tran, Vick, and Soranto in that role, but that leaves three positions free. I know that the Elders are expecting them to be filled before we leave while allowing several days for Tasha to get used to their presence.”

I listened from my hiding place in the branches above as I slowly followed them down the path. I hadn’t been aware of that detail, then again, there hadn’t been much time for talk since Taureen got back.

Taureen looked like he was trying to solve a riddle. “That is true, but that is a very temporary guard position, and it will likely not see any action at all. I do not see an experienced fighter like yourself enjoying such a role when you are accustomed to being in the middle of the battlefield.”

Keith continued to play it cool, and his reply was calm and collected. “I consider it as a new experience. I have never had a chance to be a guard for a bond animal before.”

Aeria sighed at his evasive answers. “Father. You have never shown interest in such a position before. Can you please tell us why? Please don’t make me go behind your back to ask Mother.”

He sent an amused glance at his daughter. “A sicora nest is no light matter. My group was passed over in the selection process as our speciality skills are against mechanized fighters or remotely-operated robotic units. I wish to be part of this hunt in some sort of fashion, and if it means being a guard for a handler and their companion, then so be it.”

Aeria narrowed her eyes. “And…?” She plainly thought that there was more to his story. Well, she is his daughter. She should know him pretty well since she is around Taureen’s age. I can only imagine how much you learn about your parents when you live for centuries… Although I am pretty sure that she isn’t over 150 years yet.

Keith sighed gustily as he gave in. “My previous arguments are valid, but the most pressing point is that your mother has decided that she approves of Taureen. She mentioned that it would be best if an older fighter was also included in his personal guard team during this hunt. I do have four centuries of combat experience.”

I grinned. Ah, the power of a wife looking out for her daughter’s interests. With Keith coming out here on his wife’s request, it also meant that he was also showing a stronger support for Taureen. Of course, after having this little detail come to light, Taureen can’t really turn him down without insulting him.

Taureen obviously knew it as well. He bowed his head respectfully. “Then I will welcome your experience. I have never had to deal with a sicora hive before.”

Keith did not seem surprised and smiled slightly at achieving his goal. He gazed at the forest around him while asking, “Are you sure that Tasha didn’t take off? Our plans are completely dependent on her tracking abilities.”

Taureen reached into a pocket and held out two sunburst berries before calling out, “Tasha, I have sunburst berries.” 

His call had been just above normal speaking volume. With a grin, I dropped off of the branch I was perched on to fly up behind them. I gracefully banked around Taureen to land with precision on his wrist as I picked up the two berries. “You are simply lucky that I was close enough to hear that.” 

Neither Taureen nor Aeria replied to my comment, although both had slight grins that could easily be explained away by my sudden appearance in the face of Keith’s skepticism. Keith simply shook his head in faint surprise. “I didn’t even hear her fly up.”

I finished the treat and looked around at the forest. Taureen lifted his hand. “Go on.” 

I took flight and headed towards the forest at the side of the path, managing to squeeze through a small gap that required me to completely fold my wings while flying at a high speed.

“How did she just fit through that space?” I snickered at Keith’s astonishment. Apparently, he was not aware of how agile a dragonet could be in flight. If we were going after a sicora hive, more practice might be a good thing.

I flew through the forest nearby just out of their sight, practicing my agility and ability to dodge the smaller branches that moved in the light breeze.


Chapter 57

            

I half sat and half lay on Taureen’s shoulder as I looked around alertly. This part of the forest could only be called creepy. Thankfully, I was pretty sure that the six heavily-armed guards accompanying Taureen and me could keep any of the local wildlife at bay.

We were outside of the wall, and we had glimpsed some of the nasty predators that I already knew roamed this forest. Two had tried to attack the group of Kymari; they had learned too late that the guards were packing energy weapons and weren’t in a mood to play around.

This is definitely an easier way of traveling though. Every person in the group was riding something they called a skid. It looked like a sea-doo or jet-ski, but hovered easily at whatever height they wanted. The six formed a rough circle, with Taureen and me in the center, as they rode in the open space between the underbrush and the canopy.

They weren’t going any faster than I fly, in case I missed the scent. Not that they were letting me fly; Taureen had a very short leash on me as I remained on his shoulder. I barely had enough slack to stand up since he didn’t want to chance me falling off and getting hit by those behind us, although he knew my agility was more than a match to dodge such a vehicle.

Taureen and I had talked earlier, and I was going to ignore the scent of crawlers unless we were practically on top of them. He did want me to note if I started scenting more than one in an area though, as it might mean we were near the hive.

I sighed as I watched the scenery flying by. This is like looking for a lizard in the middle of the forest. In reality, that is exactly what we were attempting to do, and we had no clue where to start. We were searching the forest in a pre-planned pattern that the fighters had arranged earlier.

I enjoyed the feeling of the wind in my face and flowing along my scales. At least we are covering a fair bit of ground pretty quickly. I snorted slightly as we passed a faint odor, “Just passed an old crawler trail. Pretty weak scent, probably several days old.”

Taureen would make a mental note of the location and, once we were back at the house, put it on a map to see if there was any pattern. 

We eventually ended up at the city walls as our shift ended. They had discussed the potential of going for longer, but had discarded it almost immediately. The people in charge had no desire to test my endurance or my reliability if they started doing longer shifts, just in case I got tired and failed to notice a scent trail.

I had told Taureen that it was fine for us to go longer, and he had mentioned that I could go a few hours longer with no issue, but they didn’t want to take that chance. They were a patient race. If the hive was out here, then it had been here for a couple of months already. Another week or two wouldn’t make much of a difference, even with a sicora hive.

   

       I sat on the table beside the map of the forest as Taureen highlighted the section we had cleared today. I hadn’t realized just how far apart the cities were. The area we had cleared was a tiny line that looked overwhelmed in the huge unmarked area of the forest. He put two small pink dots on the map where I had scented the old crawler trails.

“Any idea if it was the same crawler?”

I shook my head. “No. It might be possible to tell with a fresh trail, but there is no chance with something that old and faded.”

I examined the map. Each day we had cleared a small section, often going out in different directions. Highlighted routes went out from the city like spokes on a wheel. After two weeks, the space we had cleared on the map was quite pitiful. Serena and Tom are having much more fun inspecting those trade ships.

Serena and Tom started their first patrols when we had started searching for the hive. The very first day, they had found a crawler. From what I overheard, Alec had his hands full trying to keep both of them on his shoulders when all they wanted to do was attack it. Serena and Tom had been very satisfied when they had seen the despised thing dead.

They had found several more crawlers over the last few weeks as well. I was quite certain that they were hooked on the search for the sicora and crawlers now. Even just helping to locate the things so the Kymari could kill them was extremely satisfying and somehow fulfilled some deep-hidden drive in our genes. 

Alec hadn’t let them off-leash yet, but had been letting them explore small parks on leash. He had also bought a house and installed netting around the entire back yard, allowing them to fly free to some degree. Serena had admitted last night that even if she was let off-leash that she would return to Alec, just to help kill more crawlers and sicora.

Aeria pointed to the map. “This is where you were ambushed by those sicora a couple of months ago. Most of the spots that Tasha flagged are also on this side of the city.”

Taureen agreed, “Yes, we are seeing that trend. I will speak with Leo and mention that Tasha seemed more restless in those spots. If he is willing to change his plans, then we can focus on that direction a bit more.”

Aeria examined the map. “There are no other cities anywhere in that direction either. It looks pretty mountainous too. That will be a lot of ground to cover.”

“Yes, even if we concentrate on that direction, it could take weeks to simply do a few widely-spaced-out runs.”

“How far away is the hive likely located?” Aeria asked.

“No idea, probably some distance since we are only seeing a bit of activity. It could be on the far side of the mountains for all we know.”

Looking up at Taureen, I asked, “How will we know when we are in the correct area?” I generally let both of them hear me, unless I wanted to mention something for their ears alone. They were able to tell as well, somehow. Even they weren’t sure how they could tell if both of them could hear me.

He replied, “We will probably start encountering more crawlers and probably several sicora.”

“How many are we expecting? I have heard others compare them to colonies of insects. How many are likely to be in the hive or in the immediate area?”

Taureen said, “We expect to find probably a hundred or so crawlers in and around the hive. There will likely be about twenty sicora in the nest or the immediate area, if our guesses are correct. Once we start encountering the live animals, then we will wait for the other fighter groups to join us. Several groups will likely accompany us to handle the few crawlers and sicora until we actually locate the hive. At that point, they will call in every group they have organized to infiltrate it.”

His wording struck me as odd. I inquired, “Infiltrate it? How big is this hive?”

Taureen leaned back in his seat with a sigh. “It depends how long it has been there. The sicora dig deep into the ground and create a labyrinth of tunnels. Even a small nest can take ten minutes to walk through if it is cleared. The largest ones ever discovered and cleared can take almost a week to walk through.”

I stared at him in shock, scarcely able to imagine something that big. “How many sicora were in that nest?!”

“Tens of thousands of sicora and many more crawlers.”

I was speechless and simply stared at him in shock. Taureen continued, “That particular hive eventually wiped out any creature large enough to eat. In the end, the planet was abandoned until the sicora starved themselves to death. The race on that planet underestimated the sicora, and they were reluctant to leave. In the end, only a few managed to escape the planet by the time they finally decided to leave.”

I shook myself hard to rid my mind of the image of thousands of sicora swarming over the landscape, causing my scales to chime. “How do they appear so often in the trade ships if they cause so much trouble?”

Taureen said, “Some races are short-sighted and do not take care in ensuring that crawlers do not get on board. Crawlers can survive with no food for months on end and can live for a decade without cocooning. They can hide in an air vent in a type of hibernation for years before waking and moving again.”

Aeria chimed in, “No scanner out there can detect them, and they are well known to stow away on cargo ships and go into hibernation during the trip. They are quite invasive and can survive in almost any climate or environment that we can. The ones that stow away on ships don’t usually cocoon since there aren’t enough crew members on board to qualify as a sufficient food source. So the crawlers tend to disembark on various planets.”

It took a few seconds for the implications of that to sink in. “That is possibly the worst news I have heard in a very long time. Is there no way to poison the things or wipe them out with a disease?”

Taureen shook his head. “It is nearly impossible to eradicate something that has spread across hundreds of galaxies. They are simply too widely spread. We have never heard of one getting sick either.” He eyed me up as a thought occurred to him. “Then again, until you guys popped up, we have never seen anything poison them before either.”

Aeria glanced at Taureen. “Have they had any success in synthesising something similar to the fire lizard’s saliva?”

He said, “I haven’t heard much about it. I know a sample was sent offworld to a large Kymari lab. Hopefully, they will come up with something sooner rather than later.”

Aeria murmured, “It would be nice for something that could poison them to be widely available.”

Taureen gazed at me for a few moments before asking, “How is it that the fire lizard’s saliva only affects sicora? They aren’t native to this planet. And speaking of unusual, your kind seems peaceful and eats mainly fruit, but you are built as if you are a predator; that has always confused us.”

I let them feel my confusion. “I honestly have no idea. Until that sicora appeared in the park, we had never even seen one before.”

He gazed at me in curiosity. “Is there anything in your histories that points to a time when your kind may have been more aggressive?”

I lowered my head in shame; this wasn’t something I could really explain. My voice was quiet and subdued, “Sadly, I know nothing of our history. None of us do. The only ones to survive the white aliens happened to have hatched in human cages and never really got to speak with others much.”

They both stared at me in shock and silence. My blood memories imparted a tidbit of information; the Kymari were a long-lived race who greatly valued their extensive history that went back hundreds of thousands of years. To them, the fact that any race’s history had been completely wiped out would have been an appalling loss. 

Taureen leaned forward to scoop me up and cradle me against his chest. I wasn’t sure who he was trying to comfort, me or him. I whispered, “Now you know why so many are terrified of being caught and caged. The humans may have never truly harmed us physically, but that facility was a terrible place.”

He murmured, “I simply cannot fathom such a thing. You never met or heard from an older fire lizard?”

I shook my head. “When I hatched, the only ones nearby were those who had also hatched there. All of the current survivors were among the group that had hatched during the four years before the white aliens arrived. We have never found another survivor.”

Aeria tentatively inquired, “So you have no idea how long your lifespan is?”

“We have no idea. From what we have discovered, we mature at around five to seven years of age, but we have no clue how long we might live.”

Taureen was silent in thought; I had no clue what was rolling around his head. Aeria tilted her head, carefully inquiring, “Have you ever wanted a mate? Or children?”

I looked over at her. “Just due to how things turned out, more females survived than males. Almost all of the males have paired up or simply aren’t interested in a mate.”

Aeria shook her head and joked, “I guess we don’t have to worry about you sneaking off with a handsome green guy then.”

I snickered. “I assume that the Kymari have not noticed that all golds, scarlets, and greens are female, while the silvers, purples, and blues are male?”

I got two blank looks in return for that tidbit of information. Taureen spoke first, “We have not been able to determine your gender without using a medical scanner. That is a rather interesting detail though.”

I chuckled and decided to change the topic. “Not often I can take you two by surprise. But since we are heading east tomorrow, is there anything else I should know about what might happen when trying to locate a sicora hive?”

They turned back to the problem at hand and gave me every detail they could think, mostly what to expect as well as overviews of similar hunts on other worlds.


Chapter 58

            

I pinned my ears back and snarled while looking around. Taureen and the six guards all glanced at me before stopping with weapons out. 

“There is a sicora nearby. The scent is quite strong.”

The guards slowly spread out while Taureen waited where he was. One fired an energy weapon at something I couldn’t see, and the sicora charged from its hiding place. Taureen raised an odd weapon he had been carrying. It looked like a big nerf gun, but when he hit the trigger, it launched what looked like an iron spike.

The impact knocked the sicora off-balance, and it struggled back to its feet as it eyed up the hovering vehicles. The guards were too high for it to jump at without climbing a tree. More energy blasts hit it without much effect; it seemed to ignore its wounds as it snarled and kept trying to climb trees to get at the guards. Not long after, it went into seizures before stilling in death.

Keith swung his skid by Taureen. “I assume you laced that bolt with Tasha’s saliva?”

Taureen nodded. “I wasn’t sure how long it would remain potent, but it seems to remain effective as long as it doesn’t dry out.”

I snorted at the dead creature below. It had taken Taureen a fair bit of persuasion for me to let him collect some of my saliva. Only the knowledge that it would mean sicora deaths had convinced me. The sight of half of a shia fruit before supper practically had me drooling, and Taureen had no difficulty getting a small vial before handing over the delicacy.

Turning his skid around, Keith eyed up the sicora. He said, “That is the second sicora today. I am going to radio for another guard group to join us. We have no problem if they come at us one at a time, but if we find two or three at once, we will be seeking refuge in the sky.”

Taureen commented, “At least we know we are on the right track.”



*      *      *







The air hummed with the faint noise of over a hundred of the hovering sea doo-like skids. It had been three days since we found the first sicora, and the Kymari had killed over thirty sicora and well over a hundred crawlers. More than they had anticipated on encountering. We had to be getting close to the hive for this much activity.

We were on the edge of the mountains and steep terrain was a rule. The continuous smell of crawlers had a growl lightly rumbling through my chest almost constantly. Occasionally, I would spot one, but most of the time, one of the guards saw it first. An energy blast later, and it was counted among the casualties. 

Crawlers were easy to kill, but the sicora were another story. Several other Kymari had tiny vials of my saliva and a dart weapon. Sicora had a bad habit of hiding in the canopy branches and dropping down onto their victims. Luckily, there had been no Kymari deaths despite several minor injuries from such ambushes.

The wind shifted, and I spun to face upwind with a shuddering hiss at the scent that tainted the air. My claws dug into the shoulder pad instinctively in my ire. Taureen glanced at me as he slowed down and turned his skid to face the way I was looking. 

Turning my head to keep my nose in the wind, I said, “There is… something… in that direction, and it smells like a rancid sicora.”

My agitation would surely come across my mindvoice. This level of emotion simply wasn’t something that I could easily shield. The group of guards easily shifted with us in the middle as we started heading in the new direction.

A dozen crawlers and about five minutes later, the group was looking at a huge hole in the side of a cliff. Even as we looked at it, a sicora came out and charged towards the nearest guard. The guard shot a dart and swiftly rose in the air out of reach. The creature milled around in confusion since it was unable to get to its target, before falling into convulsions.

Guards took turns swooping near the entrance, eventually luring out three more sicora and a dozen crawlers before nothing more emerged from the shadows. Taureen moved his skid closer to the entrance, and I snarled at it, leaning backwards away from it. My snarl was probably reverberating across my voice, “I am not sure what is down there, but I am not entering that place willingly.”

Taureen put more space between us and the entrance the moment I leaned away from the gaping opening in the rock. The smell coming out of the tunnel… I didn’t have words for it. I wanted to light the very odor on fire. I wanted to turn tail and flee to the sky. My instincts were screaming that it was not safe near the ground with that scent floating around.

Heat built at the back of my throat with the odor. I flared my wings with a screech while lashing my tail. I warned him, “You might want to back up a bit more. I am having a hard time controlling my flame.”

Taureen looked at me while reversing the skid some distance away. The guards parted to let us pass, obviously having noted my agitation and distress. Taureen reached up to stroke my wings in an attempt to calm me down somewhat. It didn’t help; I was still hissing non-stop with wings half-opened and trembling. 

“Sorry, I can’t help my reactions.” He would be sure to sense my frustration that I couldn’t curb my instincts as well as the fact that my mental state wasn’t as bad as my actions were making it out to be.

I think I now know how arachnophobes feel; they may know that the pea-sized spider can’t actually hurt them, but the body’s response completely overrules the mind. I know Taureen wouldn’t let anything near us and would take to the sky in a second, but I simply can’t stop my reactions. But whatever is in that hole is no harmless little spider…

Our six personal guards around us spread out a bit while about twenty others guarded the entrance. The rest started pounding huge bases for posts into the ground using the equipment that they had brought with them. Five minutes later, the posts for the energy shield wall were in place and ready. They would keep anything inside the football-stadium-sized clearing and prevent it from escaping into the surrounding forest.

I looked up as a large shuttle passed overhead. It landed in the clearing, barely settling down before dozens of Kymari inside started unpacking and rolling equipment down the ramps. Before long, the shuttle lifted back into the air and left. I watched the technical crews setting up their specialized equipment.

Thanks to previous talks with Taureen, I at least knew what they were doing. One after another, a dozen remote-controlled rovers rolled into the inky blackness of the tunnel. They bore an odd resemblance to a six-wheeled tank, although they were about the size of a motorcycle. 

They carried a slow-burning fire accelerant that they would spread on the ground as they went deeper into the hive. It caught fire slowly, but burned for hours once lit. Every so often, the machines would plant a small sensor with an ignitor. It would detect movement in the tunnels and could light the sticky substance on fire if the rovers got trashed by the sicora.

The rovers had an electrical current shield to deter sicora, but it was no guarantee when the creatures detested the invasion into their home. The accelerant wouldn’t be lit until they reached the bottom of the hive. At the very bottom, the alpha female would be found. The one that was laying the eggs that hatched into crawlers.

Their goal was to drive her to the surface with the slowly-spreading fire and kill her in the open. To try and kill her in her lair was a suicide mission.

The smell of the sicora and the hive was diluted by so many Kymari and their technology in the immediate vicinity. The accelerant also masked a lot of the smell that came out of the entrance. My hissing had subsided to a steady growl as I continued to watch the proceedings. Our six personal guards slowly circled us while ensuring that no unseen threat approached unnoticed.

“You ought to pass Keith that bolt gun. There are only a few with that weapon, and he can get a few shots in since no one will let us close enough to attempt it.”

“Keith.” Taureen tossed the weapon to him as Keith turned to look at him. He easily caught it and looked at Taureen in curiosity. Taureen explained, “I can’t get close enough to use it, but I am hoping it will make a difference. We have no clue how many sicora are left in those tunnels. Once they light the fire, I am heading for the sky, so I won’t need six guards.”

Keith nodded and seemed eager to join the fight. He undid the safety as he turned back to watch the entrance. Occasionally, a crawler came out of the tunnel, disturbed by the robots, and was promptly killed with an energy blast.

We waited for the rovers to make their way to the bottom of the hive and lay our trap.


Chapter 59

            

“Found the alpha female. The fire is being lit. Stand by.”

At that announcement, Taureen sent his skid high into the sky. We could easily see the events down in the meadow clearly, but we were well and far above the reach of any creature that walked on the ground. Probably around the height of a human six story building.

Minutes later, crawlers and the occasional sicora exited as whisps of smoke drifted out of the entrance. The fighters were waiting for them. The crawlers were easily dispatched with an energy blast, and they relied on the shields to contain the sicora until a single bolt laced with my saliva took the creature down. 

The guards with the bolt guns took turns firing at emerging sicora. I noticed that Keith didn’t join them. I bet he was waiting for that alpha female. There was no need to worry about the female’s mate because, much like a praying mantis, the female would kill and eat her mate. He was old history.

A dozen sicora blasted out of the entrance, but my attention was on what was behind them. I stared in disbelieving shock. I had wondered why the entrance was large enough to drive a small shuttle into when an adult sicora could squeeze into most places that a human could crawl through. It was that large because it needed to be for the alpha female to squeeze out.

I still couldn’t comprehend how she managed to fit her massive bulk through that opening. My eyes widened in shock as she finally exited the tunnel and roared her fury. I exclaimed, “You didn’t tell me that we were fighting Godzilla!”

Taureen gave me an odd look. “I have no idea what a godzilla is to even respond to that comment.”

I squeezed my eyes shut and fought the desire to facepalm. There was no way he could have possibly known about the human movies. “It is an old human mythology of a huge reptile that climbed out of the sea and was capable of destroying entire cities within hours.”

Taureen glanced back down at the enraged creature. “Well, they weren’t far off.” 

My eyes were drawn back to the female sicora, but I couldn’t figure out my emotions. Crawlers made me want to snarl, and sicora made me want to flame and bite. She was a far cry from any sicora I had seen so far. 

She was huge, and her heavyset bulk would have dwarfed elephants. I doubted that my claws and teeth could even pierce her dull black hide. Her long neck was thick with muscle, supporting a massive head that was likely capable of biting through tree trunks.

I wanted to flame her, but, for once, I felt caution around a sicora. I was wildly outclassed - and I knew it. Her hide had a rough appearance to it, and I wasn’t sure if she would even notice my flame if I did get close enough to land a strike. I was practically shaking in my desire to help with the attack, but I knew Taureen would never allow me near a sicora, let alone one this large.

The equipment techs now wielded huge turret weapons as dozens of energy blasts ripped through the air at the young matriarch. She screamed her rage, but didn’t seem overly affected by the barrage. She rammed into the shields, but they held against her assault. She reared to try and strike at the skids in the air around her.

“I always thought that the Kymari would have used more deadly weapons against the sicora. I know these aren’t the biggest guns you guys have.”

His words were quiet enough that our companions wouldn’t be able to hear them, and they would likely mistake his soft words as reassurances to me. “Most energy weapons do not work well on sicora, their skin has an odd coating that dissipates the blast and minimizes the damage to almost nothing. We did not have time to bring larger physical projectiles. Such weapons are normally not nearly as effective in battle as energy weapons, and we had no need for such weapons on this planet.” 

“The airspace between us is clear. Can I spit a fireball or two at her? Just sitting here and doing nothing is killing me.”

“Go for it.”

With a growl, I inhaled and gathered my fire. The distance was greater than any I had tried before, and I wasn’t sure if the fireball would burn itself out before it got to the sicora or not. I leaned forward and spat the fireball, using a stream of fire to add to its momentum. 

It hit the back of her shoulder and burned for a second or two before fizzling out to leave a tiny sooty black spot on her black hide. It had made it, but barely. It seemed insignificant to me, but the sicora plainly did not think so. With a shriek of fury, she whirled around with impressive speed while searching for the source of the detested fire.

Her rekindled ferocity caused me to shift my weight nervously despite the distance between us. I had no clue how she had noticed it while dozens of energy blasts were striking her sides in a non-stop barrage. “Is there any chance of someone dropping a bucket of that accelerant on her and lighting it on fire?”

Taureen immediately used his wrist comm to contact one of the leaders present. The sicora ran towards the cliff and jumped on it as she started to climb the crumbling rock with her eyes locked on us. The look in her eyes clearly was that of revenge. I guess we are the only group in this section of air space, so she knows one of us was responsible for that fireball.

I pinned my ears back before blasting another fireball at her face. She let go of the rocks on the cliff as she dropped back down to avoid it. She snarled at us. 

“Well, we certainly have her attention.”

Taureen’s hands were on the skid’s control, ready to move at a moment’s notice even though there was no chance of her getting to us at this height. Our six guards were mostly between us and her, although they left an open area in case I decided to hurl more fireballs. Admittedly, that is a pretty logical and obvious move on their part.

I glanced at Keith, but he had already fired every bolt he had left, as had the other guards with the poisoned bolts. One bolt could drop an average sicora within a minute, but I had no idea how effective it would be on something this big though. She had at least twenty bolts lodged in her hide somewhere.

Energy blasts and small projectiles from the turrets still hazed the air around her, but she was focused on our group. A skid came out of the forest and flew above her as thick, syrupy liquid dropped down. The greenish color told me that someone had found more accelerant. 

Excellent. Now we just needed to light it. I bared my teeth in a silent snarl; it was my turn again. I inhaled deeply, and once more gathered my fire. Fireballs were harder than just breathing a stream of flame. I wasn’t sure how many more I could manage.

It took me several moments to build a good, solid fireball before I spat it at the raging creature that had tried to re-enter the tunnel, only to be turned back by the smoke pouring out of the entrance. She didn’t see my missile, but she somehow immediately noticed it amidst all of the other attacks that barely bothered her.

The fireball had hit a spot where the accelerant had smeared, and the fire didn’t go out this time. She was not a happy camper. I was very glad that I was not on the ground or within her reach since she seemed to realize that I was the source of fire. 

She shrieked what was plainly a challenge while she reared up and slashed the air with her front claws. Yeah, as if I am going down there to duke it out with you. She dropped back to all fours, clearly furious that I was not playing fairly.

She dropped her glare and rolled on the ground in an attempt to extinguish the spreading flames. Her attempts were unsuccessful. Some dirt coated the sticky accelerant, but that didn’t hinder the fire. Her skin twitched as the fire spread further, even as energy blasts continued to pummel into her sides and her back.

The desire to see this monstrous sicora dead was nearly overwhelming. I took a slow breath and gathered another fireball. Such an action was next to useless with the accelerant and flames, but I simply couldn’t do nothing. I took careful aim and sent it flying. She saw it coming and moved out of the way, causing it to miss.

I snarled my frustration. I was tiring though; fireballs took a lot more energy than plain fire. If I could manage another two fireballs, I would be surprised. My throat was getting pretty sore; I had never spat this many fireballs before – there had never been a need.

The big shuttle came back into view and dropped a thick cable in the shape of a noose. A skid flew forward to grab it and maneuver it. The spreading fire on her back was distracting the sicora, and she didn’t notice the skid or the cable as she rubbed her flanks along the rocky cliff to scrape off the burning gel.

The noose was slipped over the sicora’s neck without her realizing what we had just done. The fighter released the cable and quickly flew out of the vicinity. The big shuttle shot up into the sky vertically as a deafening crack echoed around the meadow.

The sicora hung limply in the cable with a broken neck. It was dead.

I sagged down to lie on Taureen’s shoulder. I was tired from the exertion and urgency of the battle. It is over. It is dead. I mindlinked Drake, Serena, Tom, and a handful of other dragonets to show them an image of the massive creature that we had just defeated as well as the thrill of victory.

I got back a wordless sense of shock from all of them. I was too tired to try and start an actual discussion though. That would have to wait until later.


Epilogue





* * * Epilogue * * *







I flew through the park, heading towards Taureen and Aeria, who were enjoying a picnic. Half a dozen dragonets followed me on silent wings. As we passed overhead, we all dropped our armfuls of flower petals on the two Kymari.

I banked and glided down to land on Taureen’s shoulder while the other dragonets flew back to the forest in relief. It had taken some bargaining with me acting as the middleman, but Taureen had bribed this brave bunch with six sunburst berries each in exchange for dropping flower petals on them.

The six volunteers had been extremely nervous, but had agreed. Most of the dragonets that I had spoken to had been too shy or nervous to even consider it. The entire flock now knew that the Kymari could hear us, as well as that I spoke to Taureen, while Serena and Tom had just started speaking with Alec.

It had been a couple of months since we had defeated the sicora female, and that battle was still a common discussion among the dragonets. Most weren’t being quite so elusive and were back to our behavior from the pre-sicora time, much to the delight of the watching Kymari. They still didn’t let the Kymari near them, but they were more visible than before.

I settled on Taureen’s shoulder, accepting a slice of fruit that he offered. Aeria looked at me in amusement. “Whose idea was this, yours or his?”

I grinned at her innocently. “Some mysteries in life simply aren’t meant to be explained.”

They chuckled at my response as they continued our picnic. I looked around the park and marvelled at how much could change in a single year. A mere year ago, I had never seen a sicora, and I had certainly never been within arm’s reach of a Kymari. Now, I had seen nearly fifty sicora dead and over a thousand crawlers destroyed. I had even helped vanquish a sicora alpha female and watched her hive go down in flames.

I rested my chin on the edge of the shoulder pad as I enjoyed the warm sun. From a hissing, slashing dragonet that wanted nothing to do with the Kymari to a close friend that literally hangs around on Taureen’s shoulders. How far I have come…

I had no regrets about my original decision to return. I truly enjoyed hunting for crawlers and sicora. All inbound spaceships were diverted to this city for an inspection by a fire lizard and their handler. No one wanted to chance another sicora hive.

Admittedly, it was just myself, Serena, and Tom at the moment, but it was sufficient for a small backwater planet that saw minimal traffic. Although the dragonet team might be expanding before most realize it. 

A couple of dragonets had been speaking with me recently since they were somewhat curious about life with the Kymari.Their deep-seated fear was their main and almost-unsurmountable obstacle. One or two were determined to overcome it to join the hunt for more sicora though, and they had been working on overcoming their fear by sneaking closer to various Kymari unseen.

I glanced over to look at a silver dragonet who was relaxing in a nearby tree as he watched us. I grinned at him, and his ear tufts perked as he noticed me looking at him. I mindspoke Taureen and Aeria, “Can we please come back here tomorrow evening?”

Taureen replied, “Sure. You seem kind of excited; is there another water party at the pond?”

I turned to grin at him. “No, I have a date.”

I got two shocked looks, both of them unable to come up with a response to that startling revelation. I gazed back at the handsome silver, and they followed my gaze. He shifted a bit uneasily under their surprised stare, but remained where he was.

Taureen chuckled as he averted his eyes to avoid making the silver nervous. “Well, I guess that is my cue to start stockpiling shia fruit and sunburst berries.”

Rumor of the shia fruit had circulated among the wild flock, and I chuckled as the dragonet’s ears twitched at the names of the tempting treats. I said, “He is trying, but it will take time. It is a big adjustment.”

They both nodded; they were well aware of the effort that the dragonet would have to put in simply to come near them. Taureen commented, “If you need any sort of gift or bribery, just let me know.”

“Thanks.”

I resumed my examination of the silver dragonet. He was one of the ones who had never paired up. He had originally been an extraordinarily shy bookworm, and was one of the shyer dragonets. The fact that he was trying to get acclimatized to the Kymari was a startling feat.

A couple of weeks ago, I had learned that he had a crush on me since the days in the lab. He had simply been far too shy to bring it up or even attempt to try and flirt. Drake had noticed him staring at me in admiration and had pried the truth out of him before helping him approach me. He was much more at ease with me after two weeks of hanging out on an almost daily basis.

I couldn’t imagine the amount of courage it had taken him to decide to try and learn to tolerate the Kymari to court me. It would probably be months before he would venture out of the park, but I was willing to wait. I remembered my own struggles.

One thing is certain though, life just got a whole lot more interesting.
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The fanart below was made by @DiamondWillowTree 

      

  The fanart below, of Tasha dreaming about sunburst berries, was made by @DiamondWillowTree 

      





  @DiamondWillowTree  even made a picture of the sunburst berry vine!  

      





This fanart was made by @Rocketthedragon 

      





This fanart, of Tasha with the scientists, was lovingly made by @MermaidsAndStarfish 

      





 The fanart below was made by @_SilentRain_ 

      

This rather unusual fanart of a dragon eye was made by @Silverspirt345  - out of chalk!  

      





This interesting piece of fanart was made by @aspenwolfer1925  

      

My original cover:

  

The cover below was made by @JessicaWhite00

      

The cover below was made by The_Ghost_Bruh 



      





  The cover below was made by RaisedwithFangs

      

 The fanart below was made by @gal4xypotato

      

The fanart below was made by @ShyShortArtist 
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