
        
            
                
            
        

    
	In the silence after tragedy and chaos, a legend will be reborn.

	 

	 

	A dangerous threat looms over Oryon. Religious fanatics called the razboi aim to finish what the clans Caprici and Zaruthra had started over three thousand years before. Eradicate the Dacron royal line, inherent rulers of the Oryon system.

	In response to a desperate call from Nigul’s last Champion, Tarragon the Great, the first of the technomage kings, is reawakened.

	Cheol, formerly Lord Commander Militant of the Level 1A Royal Guards of Oryon, wakes up partnered to a unique and powerful symbiont. With his reawakening are ancient memories that threaten to consume him, pushing him to rekindle an ancient passion that refuses to die.
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Prologue

	 

	 

	Rise of the Symbionts, Vol. I

	 

	When does history turn into legend? How do legends turn into myths? What does it take for a fact to be abandoned and relegated to lore? Why do some truths go unchallenged while others lose their validity and get dismissed as mere fiction?

	Nigul, situated in the oldest region of the Oryon galaxy, was one of three terrestrial planets that revolved around an orange K-type main-sequence star. Of the three worlds, Nigul was the only one that boasted air, water, and gravity. Located at a relative distance from its sun, it was widely populated by an obscure race of humans and the Hobik—their symbiont dragons. Not enough is known about when the humans first colonized Nigul or the manner of their government. The settlers developed a highly advanced technology that shielded them from discovery, resulting in the system remaining undetected from the rest of the galaxy until the year twenty-four twenty-seven of the Universal Standard Calendar.

	Arzhur Linya Brennus, technomage King of Oryon, picked up a signal for help from the mysterious planet, but the rescue team he sent arrived too late. Even with the use of a magical space portal that could fold time and space, by the time the Oryon vessels arrived at the coordinates, an asteroid had appeared above Nigul and slammed onto its surface. Once the stellar impact and dust settled, Arzhur gave orders to search for survivors.

	The discovery team stumbled upon an egg in which the embryo displayed empathic capabilities. The creature that hatched merged itself with the dying young Prince Kallen, heir to the Oryon kingdom. Deemed dangerous at first, the symbiosis was what saved the prince’s life, curing him of his degenerative disease.

	The dragon, Bobik, the first seen of its kind, soon proved to be advantageous to Prince Kallen, further reinforcing his already potent technomagical power. Seeing the potential, Arzhur directs for more eggs to be tracked down. Eventually, a second Hobik egg was located. Upon hatching, it chose Lando, Kallen’s Royal Guardian, as its partner.

	With the help of their dragon symbionts, Bobik and Dobik, Kallen and Lando sought to discover the origins of the Hobik and the reason Nigul and its civilization had been destroyed. Once on Nigul, they came upon and brought back a symbiont hatching ground. They also learned that Nigul had been established by none other than Kallen’s ancestor, the legendary Tarragon the Great, Oryon’s first technomage king, and his unrecorded symbiont partner, Onik the Black.

	Paired with their magical symbionts, Kallen, Lando, and the other men paired with the Hobik set out to study the secrets of Nigul and unravel the mystery of Tarragon himself.

	 


Part One: Awakenings

	 


Chapter One

	 

	 

	Whispers swelled inside Cheol’s mind, unceasing in their subliminal suggestions. They woke him when he needed to sleep, pushed him when he needed to think, and rejected any attempts he made to defy their control. The power they held over his mind was a never-ending physical pain he could barely tolerate.

	 

	“Theo, no...” Martin said, a sob breaking out as he reached a hand up to the sky.

	“We have no other choice. Save as many as you can,” Theo said in his mind.

	“Theo, please—”

	“Martin, listen to me.” Theo’s voice took on a grim note. “Only with the Five can our people be saved.”

	“Don’t leave me.”

	“As if I ever could.” Theo sent a smile with his mental voice as he wrapped phantom arms around his lover. “We’ll meet again in the golden lands, my love.”

	“The golden lands...” Martin’s voice filled with hope.

	“Now, do as I say.”

	“Yes.”

	“I love you, Martin,” Theo said, sounding resigned to the inevitable.

	“I love you, too.”

	Pulling on his last reserves, Theo did the only thing left for him to do. He closed his eyes, took a deep breath, and made the call.

	 

	Cheol couldn’t remember when it had all begun. One day he’d been a loyal Royal Guardian to the young prince Arzhur, the next, he’d found himself losing track of time, unable to remember where he’d been or what he’d done. It had been the voices that had first suggested he seduce sixteen-year-old Arzhur. Even then, his heart rebelled, but at that time, he’d not resisted the idea as he reasoned he’d loved the man the boy had turned into for a long time. The seduction had been easy, for Arzhur had welcomed him with open arms, even claimed he’d been in love with Cheol for the longest time.

	Guilt plagued him, even when their affair burned them both, but then the voices ceased, and Cheol knew peace for five years, falling deeper in love, lulled into thinking he might just become the first genetically bred consort to an Oryon king. He’d all but forgotten the sibilant voices until one day they started up again, like a persistent white noise that pulled him from a deep sleep. Curiously, they’d restarted just after the old king had died from a long illness. It was then that Arzhur inherited the mantle of king and the accompanying collective memories of the Oryon kings.

	The day after the royal funeral, he’d woken up to low voices urging him to do something he couldn’t quite understand. He remembered searching Arzhur’s chambers, trying to find the source of the barely-there murmurs, but he’d found no one about. When he’d felt the unaccustomed fear rising inside of him, he tightened his arms around Arzhur and hoped for a moment it had been a bad dream. It worked, but only for a while.

	Just when he thought he’d imagined his anxiety, a heaviness pressed onto his mind until he could no longer ignore what the voices were saying. The voices became clearer, and no matter how he’d fought against them, they persisted, wore on him, until there was nothing he could do. He had no choice but to listen, and the pressure had eased. That was when the instructions began.

	Cheol hadn’t known who they were or where they were coming from, but the voices coached him to advise Arzhur to marry a young woman. However, the thought of Arzhur bonding with another had made him rebel, and he resisted. He was Level 1A Security, after all, and one of the strongest and most skilled. His training from childhood made it second nature to stay loyal to the royal family, and he would die before he betrayed Arzhur. But they’d forced him to listen, steadily driving him mad with unrelenting pain until he broke.

	He gasped when his mind became flooded with visions of Arzhur suffering and under a lot of pain. Images of a technomage wand falling to the ground, the unearthed artifact that was the center of its power, shattered into a million pieces. The scene shifted to Arzhur’s face contorting from the anguish of losing his wife, holding his newborn son in his arms. He saw himself taking the infant Kallen from Arzhur’s arms and placing the child in the cradle, then turning to comfort his former lover, quietly rejoicing at his rival’s death. He’d felt the guilt pressing on him, for he knew her death had been unnatural. He’d wanted to tell Arzhur yet could not. The voices forbade him on pain of witnessing the death of both king and infant son. He couldn’t allow that to happen.

	Scenes of their first kiss and short-lived happiness made Cheol smile in bittersweet remembrance, only to cry out in anguish as he looked on in horror at another unfolding scene—Arzhur’s bowed back, two assassins’ swords going through his chest from the front and the back. He looked down at the bloody scabbard, recognizing it as his sword, and holding it was his own hand, wet and slick from the blood of his beloved.

	“No!”

	Cheol’s eyes flashed open as the sound of his own voice startled him, his breathing ragged and uneven. Words stumbled out of his mouth as the memories flooded his mind.

	 

	“No, no, no, no, no, Arzhur, no. Please don’t... No, oh Goddess, please no...”

	Cheol’s heart felt like it would burst from the combined remorse and anguish. He tore off his mask and looked down into the face of his lover cradled in his arms. “Don’t leave me. Forgive me,” he sobbed out.

	Arzhur raised a bloodied hand.

	Cheol grasped onto it like a lifeline. “You are not leaving me!”

	Arzhur would listen. He’d trained him to listen.

	“Kallen,” Arzhur gasped out. His throat gurgled, and blood spat out of his mouth to dribble down his chin and chest. “It is time.”

	“No.” Cheol shook his head. He knew what his king wanted. He was not ready to lose his king.

	“I must,” Arzhur whispered. “All... will be lost.”

	“No. You are not going to die on me, Arzhur.”

	“I... already... am.”

	“Forgive me,” Cheol said. He lowered his head so he could kiss Arzhur’s lips. “My love, forgive me. I wasn’t strong enough.”

	“Nothing to forgive,” Arzhur said. A small smile curled his lips, and his hand gripped Cheol’s weakly. “He’s come.” He closed his eyes and took in a gurgling breath.

	Cheol looked up. There was a blur—he didn’t know if it was because of his tears or something else, but Kallen was suddenly standing over them. His young face was streaked with dirt and blood, hair flying about his face from the speed of his flight. In his hand, the wand of Tarragon glowed with purple fire, its handle flashing with electricity running up and down its length. He was still as a statue, looking bewildered and uncomprehending like a frightened boy.

	Cheol met Kallen’s gaze with tear-filled eyes. He was just a boy. In a harsh voice filled with desperation, he said, “Take his hand. He cannot go without transferring his memories to you. Take his hand now, Kallen, or everything will be lost.”

	Kallen dropped to a crouch in front of Cheol. Hands visibly trembling, he took hold of his father’s hand in his. Cheol didn’t watch what he knew had to be done. He focused on Arzhur’s gaze once more, holding it in his, refusing to believe he was losing the only man he’d ever loved.

	“You’re going to be all right, Arzhur. Please, I can’t lose you. Not now,” Cheol said.

	But the light in Arzhur’s violet eyes was fading. The smile on his lips told Cheol that his king, his beloved, was glad to have done his duty. Even as a young boy, he had always been so determined to do what was right by the Linya Brennus. It had been his strength and his weakness. And Cheol knew he had used those strengths and weaknesses to his advantage. He didn’t regret anything, yet he felt the guilt weigh on him.

	Kallen suddenly let out a sound filled with shock and pain. Cheol looked up to see the prince’s mouth open, the anguish clearly reflected on his face.

	Cheol stilled, for he’d seen that expression before. It had been when Arzhur had taken on the collective weight of the psychic transmission of his own father as he’d lain dying. Kallen opened his mouth to take in a stuttering breath, as though he was trying to deny what he knew was the final act of a dying king before his spirit rose to the Goddess. Kallen began to cough and gag. Cheol could only imagine the pressure of the transfer. Arzhur had told him how it had felt. He’d likened it to the weight of the universe that been dumped into his unprepared mind. Cheol knew Kallen could handle it. He was a powerful technomage, his talent only comparable to that of the first king, Tarragon the Great.

	Young eyes that had been widened in terror soon narrowed to a grim resolve only the rightful kings of Oryon displayed. Cheol felt a sense of pride to have served as a vassal to such a powerful family. There was a reason why only the Linya Brennus prevailed as kings. They were the only ones who had the strength and the capability to carry the weight of an entire people’s psyche and the universe they lived in.

	Endless seconds ticked by, then it was over. Kallen opened his eyes and blinked through his tears as he continued to kneel, holding onto his father’s hand.

	Long seconds passed in silence. Then Kallen let out a strange keening. Cheol’s hair stood on end, and he felt a separation from a familiar touch. He closed his eyes briefly before looking down again. Arzhur’s eyes had closed, but the soft smile from earlier still lingered on his lips. Cheol couldn’t comprehend the weight of the loss even as heart-wrenching sounds escaped his lips. From somewhere, he heard the distinctive sound of a dragon’s voice joining in. It was Bobik, and the dragon’s lament over the loss of Arzhur was an assault to the ears, a physical attack he could feel all the way down to the depths of his soul.

	It suddenly felt as if something that had always been a part of him had been mercilessly ripped away, only to be replaced by something solid. More reliable. Stable. The pain of separation from Arzhur’s will quickly numbed to tolerable levels, slowly taken over by the iron-clad strength of a young, angry king. Kallen’s will felt powerful and held on to his psyche like a vice. Maybe because Kallen was in such close proximity, but for a moment, Cheol thought he felt and heard Kallen’s thoughts. There was no forgiveness in Kallen’s resolve, no backing down from a challenge.

	From somewhere beyond them came broken laughter, and Cheol felt fear. A gaping mouth of a portal had suddenly appeared behind Kallen, and Cheol could see the shadow of someone moving unsteadily within. He lifted Arzhur’s body closer to his chest, instinctively providing protection. He closed his eyes when he recognized the voice behind the laughter, for it called to him and should have been impossible to ignore. But it was as though Arzhur’s body was a shield, and the pull had somehow miraculously dulled. He drew Arzhur even closer and dared to open his eyes. It was just in time to see Kallen raise his wand and point it toward the gaping hole.

	Cheol let out a gasp as he watched waves of purple energy quickly forming and gathering up and around Kallen’s arm and then over the shaft, finally congregating around the unearthed artifact. He had always known Kallen to be powerful, but this display of talent was beyond anything Cheol had ever seen or read about. The ball of energy grew bigger and bigger, and whoever was on the other side gave out a startled shout. Something in Cheol’s mind ripped from him, making him scream in agony. Over and above them, the massive bulk of Bobik’s form abruptly appeared. Knowing he was about to lose consciousness, Cheol’s last thoughts were of defending Arzhur. Dead or alive, his body would forever be under Cheol’s protection. He closed his eyes just as Bobik’s expansive form wrapped around them, shielding them from whatever was to come. The last thing he heard was a deafening explosion. On reflex, he pulled Arzhur’s body closer still and squeezed his eyes tighter.

	 

	Cheol opened his eyes and shook his head as he tried to erase the memories. Cold sweat rolled down his forehead and into his eyes. The action brought him back to awareness against the rising panic that always accompanied the dreams. Or were they visions? He could not tell the difference. Was he losing whatever sanity he had left?

	Blinking against the sting of tears, he raised a hand to help clear them, but his hand never reached his eyes. Looking down at himself, he saw he was lying on a bed, and his arms were held down on either side of him. Coarse cuffs wrapped around his wrists bound him to the bedrails. He leaned to look down at his legs and tried to lift them, but they, too, were tied to the bed.

	Closing his eyes, he began to pace his breathing, slowly, in and out, as he’d been trained to do. The meditation technique always calmed him, and gradually, his panic receded. A door opened, but Cheol ignored whoever had come in, as they were most likely one of the medics who monitored his condition.

	“Cheol.”

	That voice.

	The attack, when it came, was swift, like a sharp twist of a knife straight into his brain. The air locked in his throat, and he began to choke.

	Cheol felt the strain of the pull inside him, and he felt his flesh burn—the pain, all-consuming. He couldn’t take a breath, could not focus on anything but the loud buzzing inside his ears. Again and again, Cheol fought to resist it, but slowly and with surety, it consumed him. An overwhelming sense of rage took over, compelling him to take action, and he began to struggle against the ties on the bed even as he felt his body weaken.

	Kill. Kill. Kill.

	He opened his mouth and heard himself scream. There was nowhere to run as the voices rammed their influence over his mind. He shook his head against the unrelenting pressure and fought with all his strength against the words instructing him to murder his king.

	No!

	He refused their commands, rebelled at the thought of them... It was all he could think about as the need to kill rose in him.

	No!

	Cheol began to feel a separation, as though his thoughts were leaving his body, but just when he’d reached the point where he could no longer withstand the pain, it disappeared.

	A cool, gentle hand had settled on his forehead, making the pressure stop just as suddenly as it had begun. His eyes rolled back into his head as an emptiness, unlike anything he’d ever experienced, replaced the violence. Cheol grunted from exhaustion, his body twitching involuntarily in the aftermath. Still panting, he opened his eyes and met the kind, distinctively violet ones of a technomage king.

	Kallen looked over his shoulder to someone Cheol couldn’t see. “Lando, would you mind asking one of the medics to bring Cheol something to drink?”

	Cheol tried to say something, but the dryness in his throat made it difficult. Somewhere, the swooshing sound of a door opening made him look up. A medic came into view from behind Kallen. It held out a tall canister with a straw sticking out from it. Kallen rolled away on the chair he sat in while the medic assisted Cheol with the drink. He wrapped his cracked lips around the straw and sucked and swallowed the sweet liquid. When there was nothing left, he heaved a sigh of relief. The cool freshness had relieved him of the parchedness, and once more, he cleared his throat so he could speak.

	“Your Majesty,” he said. His voice sounded weak even to his ears.

	Kallen must have heard him, for he rolled his chair closer and folded his arms over his chest when he stopped near the edge of the bed.

	“How are you doing, Cheol?” Kallen’s voice was firm and yet filled with concern.

	Cheol felt relieved to not hear or see any condemnation toward him.

	“Not too good, Your Majesty. The voices continue to whisper, and I keep seeing Arzhur.” Speaking became difficult as hot tears fell down the side of his face. He turned away to hide them from the young king.

	“Cheol, Lando and I need to talk to you, if you’re feeling up to it.”

	Cheol sniffed away his tears. “How I feel is of no importance, Your Majesty. My duty is to serve you and your family.”

	“And that is exactly why Lando and I are here.” Kallen’s voice sounded tight, but there was no hint of anger. Instead, there was a hesitance in his tone.

	Cheol expelled a tired breath, unable to respond immediately. He shifted on the bed, straightened his back, and braved looking at Kallen. The king gazed back at him. There was something in the way Kallen regarded him that made him think the man was about to disclose something, but he couldn’t fathom what. Cheol didn’t like surprises.

	“Cheol, you’re dying,” Kallen said.

	“You think?” Cheol smirked, watching closely as Kallen glanced to his side as Lando stepped up beside him.

	Lando’s face was grave with worry. “Commander—”

	“No.” Cheol didn’t bother to hide his anger from his protégé and successor. “I’m no longer a commander, Lando Garr. I lost the right to that title and rank when I raised my sword against my king and brothers.”

	“There, right there. That’s where you’re wrong.” Kallen raised a hand, putting a halt to Cheol’s retort.

	Cheol shook his head while Lando began to nod.

	“Cheol, listen to me,” Kallen said.

	Cheol wanted to say something else, but the way Kallen looked at him made the desire to lash out disappear. He could never be disrespectful to the young king. It was just not in him.

	“The psychems did some digging and were finally able to figure out what happened to you, my uncle, and my cousins.” Kallen pulled up even closer.

	Lando stepped up closer against Kallen’s back, assuming a relaxed position with his hands clasped behind him. Cheol couldn’t help the smile curling on his lips. Already a Royal Consort, Lando continued to behave like the professional Royal Guardian he’d been trained to be.

	“You’ve all been given tunnel snake meat,” Kallen went on. “In your case, the psychems believe your troubles began before I was born, but we think my uncle and cousins were only given it in the past three years, maybe later. However, the length of addiction to the toxin is of no consequence. It seems that once the chemical gets into the system, the body’s immediate response is to develop antibodies until such time those are overwhelmed. Once that happens, it takes over and begins a physical transformation. Your body, through the decades of addiction, has been changed considerably and can no longer survive without the toxin feeding it. My uncle and cousins are not deteriorating as fast as you are, but we cannot deny that for all of you, it may be too late. At this time, we don’t have the medical know-how to reverse the effects. Eventually, all of you will die from it.”

	Cheol closed his eyes and nodded. The poisoned food explained why he, a Level 1A, had been successfully controlled by extraneous forces. Tunnel snake meat. He couldn’t imagine how it had been included in his diet, but it was too late now. He’d known he’d been dying, even before the attack at the palace.

	“How much longer have I got left?”

	Lando stepped closer. “From the rate your body is deteriorating, I’d say give or take a few hours before it completely shuts down.”

	Cheol managed a wry smile. “Thank you, Commander, and you, my king. Knowing what my fate will be gives me a sense of relief. Now I can ready myself for the inevitable, although my death is not enough payment for what I’ve done.”

	“Cheol,” Kallen said as he leaned his elbows on his thighs, “Lando and I, we thought to offer you a choice. I need you to think it over, but you have to do so quickly.”

	Cheol turned to face Kallen. “What choice?” He looked from Kallen to Lando. “What are you talking about?”

	“You are aware that Lando was chosen by a symbiont dragon as its partner.”

	Cheol frowned in confusion. Kallen paused, clenching and unclenching his hands. “Well, the egg Lando found for my father turned out to be Dobik, who chose Lando as his partner. Now he, I mean Dobik, has suggested that we bring you before the eggs we’ve brought back from Nigul so one of them can choose you and ultimately save your life.”

	The idea of hope brought about a red haze of pain and anger that blurred Cheol’s vision. Images of Arzhur dying in his arms tore through his heart. Uncontrollable sobs wracked through him that he didn’t know how to stop. As the desperation rose, breathing became difficult until he thought he was going to die right then and there.

	“I was too late,” he sobbed. “I failed Arzhur. I failed the Linya Brennus. I am not worthy of anything. I don’t deserve a second chance.”

	“You were not too late,” Lando in a calm voice.

	Cheol’s eyes snapped open. He turned to look up at Lando, and saw a smile bloom over his lips. Kallen’s hand dropped over Cheol’s strapped arm. “Speak, Lando Garr.”

	 

	“King Arzhur still lives.”

	Cheol’s breath stilled for several long seconds, only taking in air when his lungs began to burn from the lack of oxygen. He stared up at his protégé in disbelief. “How?”

	Lando rocked on his heels. “The medics detected a faint heartbeat when they found you, Kallen, and King Arzhur. Bobik protected all of you from the explosion. The king was immediately placed in the stasis pod to help stabilize him.”

	“Arzhur’s not dead?”

	Kallen let out a tired breath as he leaned back into his chair. “The technical term is coma. The damage to his body was extensive, and he crashed several times, even while inside the pod. But yes, he’s alive.”

	Cheol shook his head. “He transferred his memories to you. I saw it happen.”

	Kallen nodded. “Yes, he did. It was a successful transfer.”

	“Boy, a transfer usually means that the bearer of the collective memories is dying.” Cheol didn’t bother to check his language. “That means Arzhur is dead... his brain is dead. Do you understand?”

	“I know what it means.” Kallen stood up and started to pace the floor. “But that won’t matter to the symbionts. They can fix anyone, just like they fixed me and Lando. Think about it. If they choose my father, he can be king again.”

	Cheol felt tired. “Kallen, you are already king. Even if Arzhur comes back, he will no longer have the abilities required to be king of Oryon. You cannot just hand him back the collective memories.”

	“But at least he’ll be alive!” Kallen’s voice rose in tone.

	Cheol regarded the young king. He saw and heard the desperation. “My king, you wear the crown of Oryon. I know it is difficult for you to accept that, but it is the truth. What you have become, you have been trained for from the time you were born. Your father’s time has ended, whether he comes back or not.”

	“But he’ll be alive,” Kallen repeated.

	Nodding, Cheol closed his eyes. “Yes, he’ll be alive.”

	“That’s all that matters.” Kallen’s voice had softened.

	Cheol opened his eyes and stared at the king. “No, Kallen. That is not all that matters. The words you speak are those coming from the child inside you. You are now the king. You are the one who holds the minds and wills of your people. It is time to accept the responsibilities you’ve inherited, and I do agree it would be good to have Arzhur around. He may not have been as powerful in his talent as you, but he was a wise and kind king.” Cheol didn’t add that it would make him happy to see that what the razboi had attempted to destroy Oryon from the inside had failed.

	Lando glanced at Kallen before stepping closer to Cheol’s bed. “We are going to put you in with the others when the time comes for the eggs to hatch.”

	Cheol nodded. “If you think it wise to have me around despite everything I’ve done, it is your call to make.”

	“The decision has been made.” Kallen’s tone brooked no argument.

	“Do you know when that’ll be?”

	Kallen and Lando shared a look before shaking their heads.

	Cheol nodded in resignation. “If the symbiont chooses me, I will be cured of the poison, correct?”

	“Yes. The symbionts do not tolerate a sick host. They are magical in nature, so you’re going to be healed from the cellular level in ways the psychems have yet to understand fully,” Kallen said.

	“I will regain my strength.”

	“Yes. And you will also gain strength from the symbiont. As I said, they do not tolerate a weak host.”

	Cheol closed his eyes, took a deep breath, and let it out slowly. Having a symbiont inside him would give him the chance to correct his past mistakes. And wreak vengeance on the razboi. That was, if he was still alive when the eggs hatched. “I consent.”

	 


Chapter Two

	 

	 

	Hello.

	The softly spoken word penetrated his thoughts, called to him. It was impossible to ignore, but... Who am I? When he tried to take in a breath, he grimaced in pain. His chest throbbed painfully. It was as though his lungs had been deprived of air for far too long, and now that they were trying to expand to let in air, they couldn’t. They were too dry.

	Hello.

	The voice called again, urging him to open his eyes, but it was difficult. There was a shy quality to the words, as though it were afraid. No. Not afraid. Hesitant. Wary. Nervous?

	I am not!

	The voice, soft and endearing as it was, sounded as though its owner was trying hard to keep their excitement down. That same feeling rose inside him, and as it continued to cajole and urge him on, he found it more and more difficult to resist. He tried to open his eyes but couldn’t. They felt as though leaden with weight, and there was a burning sensation beneath the lids when he was able to finally part them. He panted for breath, and his chest burned deep inside of him, as if embers were smoldering within.

	Starved for air, he moved to open his mouth to take in more. As he did so, the pain lanced through his lungs like a saber knife, and it felt... good. He gulped for more air, but then it became nearly impossible. Tortuous. Then it hit him. Something was holding back his ability to breathe on his own. An alien thing, whatever it was, controlled the instinctive action. It wouldn’t allow him to take a breath. He wanted to shove at it, but he couldn’t move. Calming himself, he cleared his mind and tried to remember. What was it that had woken him from his deep slumber?

	Like distant thunder, his mind opened, and he gasped at the memories that came flooding in—of night insects chirruping outside the window, and the calls of the birds, their sweet song carried on the breeze.

	Phantom tears fell down his cheeks as memories of his last days with his beloved came flooding in. He knew he wasn’t getting overly emotional, that it was all part of the process.

	The over two hundred years together with his consort had been good ones, but for the first time since he had originally taken the galactic throne, he’d not felt safe or secure on Oryon. The invisible enemy that had stood in his way had ruined Brenn, slowly killing him. For all their combined magical abilities and technology that had been at their beck and call, no one could do anything to stop the ravage on Brenn’s health.

	Time. That was one enemy that Brenn had warned him about, one he would never be able to defeat. No matter how his magic temporarily slowed down his aging, time was an enemy he never thought to face, but there it refused to be ignored. It glared at him in anger and resentment, all its weapons drawn. Weapons that he could never attack or defend his loved ones from. Brenn’s mortality had finally caught up with him.

	He had thought he would be prepared for that day, but when it was finally at hand, he could not hold back the grief that enveloped him. If his father had still been alive, he would have been shamed at the show of emotion. But he relived his despair as the memory of his beloved flashed through his mind.

	 

	He looked at Brenn’s face as he lay on their bed. The look of utter contentment and surrender to fate he saw there bolstered his courage, but only for a little bit. Facing the day was a feat that his experience on the battlefield had not prepared him for. Bravery was not going to be enough. Without Brenn, he could never dream of being happy. Their children were all grown and had families of their own. It was enough to give him the confidence that the Kayel and Dacron line would continue to thrive.

	Only one hint of good came to mind in his time of despair. At least Brenn would be spared from seeing more into the future.

	He tried to convince himself that Brenn was better off facing mortal death, but the logic of life and death did not give him peace. The lacerating pain of loss and emptiness in his heart could not be ignored. Like a spill of light through an open door, the realization came. He grasped that all both of them had done, all the years of fighting to create a peaceful future for Oryon and give the Dacron a lasting name, he had done it all for Brenn and with Brenn by his side. Because of them and their allies, Oryon was guaranteed a unified future, and the Linya Brennus would live and prosper with the values he and Brenn had enforced upon it. Because of what they had accomplished, the clan... no, Oryon itself would persevere.

	Now he had to face another kind of life. A life without his consort. Life on another planet. As they’d both planned many decades ago, once Brenn was gone, he would take leave of Oryon and take with him all of the men partnered with their symbionts.

	The night passed in terrible, restless torment for him. While Brenn continued to hold on to life, he had made plans with the symbionts of Oryon and made them see what their next step would be. On the bed, Brenn had stared up at him. There was no need for speech between them, for both knew each other’s thoughts. He’d stroked Brenn’s hand. The response was immediate. Brenn’s lips broke into a smile so tender it broke his heart. His Brenn was special like that. Always ignoring personal discomfort or pain, just to comfort him.

	He’d clung to Brenn’s hand, ignoring the mounting terror in his heart. He didn’t know what he would do without his beloved. His world felt unhinged. It was as though he could not conceive of a life without the presence of his Guardian and Consort. The man who had made him reexamine every aspect of his life, including his decisions and all that his father had taught him. Brenn had been the man who had showed him deficiencies of a stagnant culture. Brenn had become more than a Guardian, more than a lover who shared his bed at night. Brenn was the taproot of the tree of his resolve.

	Slowly, carefully so as not to disturb Brenn’s sleep, he’d lain down and placed his head against Brenn’s chest and heard the familiar soft and steady heartbeat. He rested his arm over Brenn’s chest and closed his eyes to the world. Outside, the wind rattled the windows for a brief moment before it quieted. Everything was still, but for Brenn’s soft breathing, the night lay silent. It was as though the very planet stood vigil for the inevitable.

	Something stirred in his mind, and he jerked awake.

	His gaze fell on the window, and he saw that dawn had come. He didn’t know what had woken him and worried it would startle Brenn. Quickly, he turned to examine Brenn’s face and smiled at the sleep repose. Brenn looked so peaceful in the dawn light. Never able to resist the urge, the need to touch his lover, he leaned closer to kiss his husband a good morning—just as he’d always done for two hundred years—only to stiffen when his lips met the cold, still ones beneath his. In a panic, he reached out with his mind to touch the familiar one that had been there forever, open and welcoming, only to meet a dark, blank wall.

	His eyes flooded as he stared down at his beloved. The unmoving, unbreathing body next to him all but shattered his heart. He stared at Brenn’s face, memorizing every feature, every angle. Unwilling to leave Brenn’s side, yet knowing it was his time to go.

	“Rest well, my beloved. Until we meet again,” he finally whispered after long moments of self-contemplation had passed. He pressed his last kiss goodbye and rose from the bed. Brenn had prepared him for this day, but nothing could have readied him for the vacuum he was drowning in.

	Closing his eyes, it took all his resolve to steady his mind and body, but he finally managed to achieve the near-impossible and summoned the collective minds of the symbionts. It was the Black, Onik, who answered first. The old one had separated himself, respectfully giving much-needed privacy between king and consort.

	Sire?

	“He’s gone, Onik. My Brenn is gone. Prepare to leave,” he whispered, his voice cracking from the pain of holding back his emotions.

	Not one Hobik voiced a reply, but he felt the individual minds express their sympathy. Although Brenn had never been chosen to be partnered, all the Hobik loved and respected Brenn as his life partner. With one voice, they mentally and vocally bellowed their distress at Brenn’s passing. Outside his bedroom, he heard the commotion. He opened his eyes, walked toward the window, and looked down.

	Men and women scampered about in apparent confusion, their hands held up to their ears. He felt no sympathy for them, although he did admit to some form of remorse. The dragon’s cries were not only loud, but the backlash of their psychic distress was enough to make most people faint. And just as he thought it, he saw several men and women fall to the ground. He stared at the writhing bodies but felt numb. The minds of his people screamed in loss and agony, but they were nothing compared to what he felt.

	A sense of determination made him grit his teeth. With absolute resolve, he pulled his mind from those of his people. He’d carried them with him for far longer than any of his forebears had. It was time to let them go, move on their separate ways, and set up a final mental barrier. Save for one. Other than that mind, no one on Oryon, none of his descendants, would be able to reach him. The only way would be if he initiated the communication. Nigul was waiting, and the Hobik and their partners were his people now.

	He turned to face the still body once more and walked over to it. Brenn Kayel, Progenitor of the Linya Brennus. Their eldest son had acquiesced to honor Brenn as the Royal Consort who had sired the future Dacron kings, as the clan had been known on the day their first child had been born. The mausoleum had already been prepared, and masses would be held in Brenn’s honor. But he was not going to see or attend any of it. He wanted to remember his beloved as he’d lived, for Brenn would continue on in his mind and heart—alive and the most powerful of mage. None of their children had inherited his gift. Until one was born with it, Brenn would be known and remembered as the last of the Master Mage of Oryon.

	After one long look, he picked up the wand Brenn had fabricated for him. Although it was his, he’d always felt a stronger affinity to Brenn’s more powerful swordwand. He’d always preferred to use it and would have wanted to bring it with him, but Brenn had requested that it would be buried with its master. He had no fear of it being picked up by another, for no one, other than Brenn or himself, could wield its type of power in their hands. Brenn had created a unique wand that almost had a life of its own, with a temperamental behavior. Maybe it was because Brenn had infused all his magic and power into the unearthed artifact that lay cradled on its pommel.

	The first time they’d visited Nigul, Brenn had stepped off the conduit and immediately stumbled over the stone. He could still picture the delighted surprise on Brenn’s face when he’d picked it up and found it bursting with untapped energy. As soon as they’d returned to Oryon, Brenn had taken the stone and incorporated it into his swordwand.

	He stared down at his own wand and was hit with a flash of insight. It would have to be left behind as well. There would be no need of a wand on Nigul. The planet was a natural conduit for magic. That was the reason why Brenn approved of it after he’d discovered the unearthed artifact the first time they’d gone there. There was also his eldest son, who had expressed his desire to inherit the wand. There was no denying Egil had enough talent and could easily control it. He was the son of a Master Mage, after all.

	A vision flashed before him of someone who was not his son but one who would come to handle the wand as though it had been made for him. The revelation made him smile, for the boy looked small and powerless as he held it in his thin hands. The unearthed artifact at its tip glowed bright, and he knew the two would work well together. The vision cleared, and he closed his eyes to clear his mind of what he’d envisioned.

	He would use his wand one last time before leaving Oryon forever. His heart broke at the thought of never seeing his beloved and his world again, but he gritted his teeth and stared at the sky above him. With mounting resolve, he raised the wand and pointed it to the sky. A thought and a whisper were all it took. Flashes of light and energies ran from his arm to the staff and up to the unearthed artifact. It was bigger in size but held less power than that of the swordwand. A thick bolt of purple lightning struck high into space, and the conduit opened like a gaping, terrifying monster. Below, he heard more commotion as people screamed in terror. It was only to be expected, for no one had ever seen a conduit before. Brenn had insisted he be away from scrutinizing eyes whenever one was opened. Curious minds joined his. Those of the Hobik and their partners.

	We go now?

	At the excitement in Onik the Black’s voice, he couldn’t help but laugh under his breath.

	Yes, Onik. Tell the others to prepare. We are leaving Oryon.

	Yes, sire.

	The air ripped with the thunderous sound of the Black screaming his command to the awaiting Hobik. At once, dragons appeared in the skies above the palace. Wingless, stub-tailed beasts floating in the air. On their shoulders sat their partners, held in place by the magic of their symbiont.

	“Hobik,” Tarragon called out. “To me.”

	The Hobik bellowed their response while their partners raised clenched fists into the air.

	“Father? What do you think you’re doing?”

	His son’s angry question penetrated his thoughts. He turned around to see that Egil, his eldest and heir to the Oryon throne, had entered the death chamber. Egil didn’t even glance at Brenn. He shook his head at his son’s show of disrespect, but he no longer cared. He was done with all of them.

	“It is time for us to part ways, Egil. Oryon is now yours. Just as you’ve always wanted.”

	“Wait, what? What do you mean? Where are you going?”

	“Take care of our people, son. Honor your sire on his death.”

	“Brenn? He’s finally dead?” Egil side-eyed Brenn’s body and visibly trembled.

	He delved into his son’s mind and read the disgust and relief there.

	Anger coursed through his body. The mental slap he sent into Egil’s mind dropped the large man to his knees, yet he did not lessen the pressure. Egil attempted to fight back but was met with a second dose of the punishment. The successive assault made his son’s nose drip blood. When Egil began to turn blue from lack of air, he reined in his wrath and magic.

	“Your misplaced pride and disrespect for me and your sire will be your downfall, Egil. You may be a powerful technomage in your own right, but never forget who I am or who your sire was. Your abilities and talent are mediocre compared to ours.”

	“I am sorry, Father.” Egil gasped the words out as he lay on the floor, continuing to tremble from the aftermath of the assault.

	“Bah... your apology is for naught. Remember, I have held your mind since you were in the artificial womb. I know what you thought and felt about your sire, the one who gave you your gift of magic.”

	“Please, forgive me, Father.”

	The words were said, but he saw through the pretentious lies. His heart twisted in pain, but his heart felt numbed.

	“Enough of your fake apologies, Egil. I’ve had my fill of your pettiness. I and the others who have partnered with the Hobik are leaving.”

	“What about Brenn?”

	“Your sire will be given the honors of a Royal Consort. Remember, I may be gone from Oryon, but I will still have access to it. Remember your promise. Honor your sire, and I will leave you and Oryon alone. Dishonor him, and you will feel my wrath.”

	Egil cowered. “I will keep my promise, Father.”

	He scoffed. “Oh, Egil. You still think to hide your true thoughts from me? Have you learned nothing about who and what your sires were? Are?” He shook his head. “Pathetic, selfish, little boy. You know you’re no match to me, much less your sire. You’ve allowed pride and lust for personal power to cloud your thoughts and sycophants to influence your every decision. What you are may be due to my and your sire’s faults, for we trusted the wrong people to raise you on our behalf. Our love for Oryon and our people is a source of your petty jealousies, and you allowed it to eat into your mind and soul. You did get one thing right, however. It is time for me to step down as king. My long life is now a source of suspicion, again, no thanks to you and your political maneuvers. You’ve won this battle, Egil. And truly, I no longer care. For all that your sire and I did, politics continue to betray the people to their cores. Your sire is dead, and I will depart. However, before I go, there is one last thing I must do.”

	Egil glared up at him in defiance. “What is it?”

	Heed the call.

	He spoke to no one and the entire world. He didn’t have to shout it out. He made use of his son’s mind, and the newfound hold over their people would guarantee everyone on Oryon heard him, down to the youngest mind, a newly born female on the other side of the continent. A final push, and he made sure to imprint the warning. When the right time came, his people would remember and pay attention to Brenn’s call whenever it would come. It was his final goodbye to the people he’d saved from the ravages of war and anarchy.

	Without a backward glance at his lover’s still body, he walked toward the window and climbed onto its rim. Onik caught him midair as he jumped off. The instant they flew high above the palace, he threw his wand over his shoulder. He didn’t wait to see where it landed, nor did he care if it hit anyone or if someone had caught it.

	 

	One moment he was in the vacuum of space, the next, he was struggling for breath. It became too much of an effort, and for a moment, he wondered if maybe something had gone wrong. Had he imagined everything? He swore he had arrived on Nigul with the rest of the Hobik and their partners.

	His limbs felt heavy, and he could feel his energy depleting.

	Something was trying to control him, warring against his efforts to escape its clutches. Determined to fight back, he pulled on his reserves and began to work against it in earnest. Every move wrought fire through his muscles until he could no longer hold back, crying out against the pain. The fear was lurking somewhere, threatening to overtake all sense of logic. Everything felt different. Something was terribly wrong. He was not... him.

	But then, the voice that had spoken earlier made itself be heard again. This time, he felt his mind connect with it. The voice comforted him like a warm blanket. It felt cozy. It didn’t feel or sound like Onik, and yet it was.

	Onik? Where are you?

	Shh... don’t fight it. We both know it hurts, but it’s temporary. Relax into it, for you need it for now. Soon there will be no need for it, and you will be free to breathe on your own. Now sleep. You need to sleep.

	Will you be here?

	It was a plaintive plea for comfort. He had nobody else. He’d lost everyone he’d loved. Memories of losing Onik struck a knife deep in his chest, and he fought the need to cry out in anguish.

	Shh... I’ll be here when you wake up. How could I leave you?

	You did. Once upon a time.

	How could he forget the loss of separation from his Onik? It had not been as painful as losing Brenn, but it had been close.

	It was necessary, my lord. Now, I have returned as another, as have you. I won’t leave you ever again. We have much to do.

	Assured of the promise, he closed his eyes and drifted off into the darkness. They had called him back, and whatever the consequences might be, he didn’t feel afraid.

	He was Tarragon of the Clan Dacron, and he had been reawakened.

	 

	The next time Tarragon heard his name, it seemed as though it was coming from a great distance. He didn’t hear the words, but he did feel its encouragement that he needed to take a breath. Strangely, he sensed that he had to do so in order to heal. When he did as he was told, he experienced none of the pain he had before. Whatever had been there trying to control him now felt like it was still there but was no longer controlling.

	No. Wait.

	He focused on his body and realized that whatever had held him with immovable control was no longer functioning. A smile curved on his lips. Somehow, release from that gripping machine made him feel more confident. Relaxed for the first time in so long he couldn’t remember, he drifted off into the darkness again. Only this time, he felt a loving caress inside his mind. Instinctively, he leaned into it, wanting more.

	 

	Subsequently, he came to awareness. He tried to remember where he was, but the memories refused to come. Something held them back, away from him. He turned toward it, reaching out with his mind as if to grab it. Like an elusive bird, it flew from him in a flurry of wings. It was amusing, and he closed his eyes once more. He slept happily, dreams of flying filling his mind, and he felt exhilarated. Flying. It was something he knew he’d loved doing a long time ago. His brows narrowed, his mind wanting to remember when it was he had flown, but the memory escaped him. Exhaustion took over, and he slipped into a dreamless sleep.

	 

	The next time he heard the voice, it sounded stronger and even more determined. He let out a sigh. Ignoring it was futile, so he allowed his mind to empty of all else, to permit that voice to come in and speak. He couldn’t remember anything concrete, yet the voice felt like it was his everything. Something warm and soft enveloped his body, and he basked in its comfort. It pushed away his fears and pains until they faded into nothingness. Not forgotten. Only replaced by something more reassuring. Loving. The voice crooned in his mind.

	Open your eyes.

	Peeling his eyes open, he looked about him blearily. Blinking helped, and once his vision cleared, he discovered he was looking through glass. It made the room beyond seem blurry, and he had to blink his eyes a couple of times more to adjust his vision. Finally, he succeeded in focusing on what was beyond the glass. He could see an all-white room that was bright and empty. There was no one about. For a moment, all he could do was try to determine why the room looked familiar, for he knew he’d never been there before. Everything about it was unfamiliar, and yet he had been here before.

	And where exactly was here?

	He turned his head to the side only to see something blocking his view. Turning to the left, he saw that side blocked as well. He tried to lift his hand but found that something strapped it down. Closing his eyes, he tried to make sense of where he was. He pulled on his magic and pushed it against the barrier that kept him imprisoned, but the magic told him that he was free. Confused over the warring signals, he tried to lift his leg and found he couldn’t move it. He looked down at his body and realized he was inside some sort of narrow containment. For a moment, his mind rebelled at the idea of being buried, but then it registered that he couldn’t be buried, otherwise, he wouldn’t be able to see where he was. He took in deep gulps of air, closed his eyes, and counted. He’d always found counting slowly and steadily grounded him.

	He could only determine the state of his incarceration if he cleared his mind of fear and worry. Memories of a voice speaking to him came back. That of a voice he’d simultaneously loved and hated. It had tutored him on how to handle his fears. Deep breath, release, and another intake of breath. Soon, he felt his body relax. He repeated the process two more times before he felt confident enough to open his eyes once more.

	This time, there was no panic in the confirmation that, indeed, he was inside some sort of capsule and that something was inside his mouth, helping him to breathe. Allowing his senses to spread beyond the containment, he reached out to the voice now crooning at the back of his mind. This voice was peace. It was a connection he’d never felt before in his life. Not even with... The thought died as soon as it rose. Confused, he struggled against the emptiness, but the voice lovingly caressed his mind, drawing his attention. It felt so warm and comforting. Made him feel stronger than he’d ever experienced before. The strength it lent him made him reach out, wanting more. He needed more.

	“Where are you?” His mind called out when the strength disappeared.

	I will join you soon.

	When? How much longer do I need to wait?

	In time.

	A song rose, and he had no choice but to close his eyes and sink deep into the lullaby.

	 

	When he once again opened his eyes, he clearly heard a gong in the distance. He didn’t know where it came from, but it heralded something he felt he should know. He was still inside the containment, but this time, he knew he could easily get out of it.

	No. You can’t get out yet.

	But why? I can do it.

	Now is not the time.

	He closed his eyes and smiled. The voice was like a song. How could he feel upset?

	When?

	In time.

	The distant gong sounded again. He opened his eyes and knew the moment he had been waiting for had finally come.
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