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          ROSALIND

        

      

    

    
      “What you’ve managed to accomplish is impressive, Visidion,” I say, a tight smile on my face.

      Visidion’s smile is swift, gone as fast as it comes.

      “It’s a start Lady Rosalind,” he says, waving his staff over the growing plants. “But it is not enough.”

      “No, it’s not,” I agree.

      “This is amazing! Transplanting these here couldn’t have been easy—how did you overcome the culture shock?” Calista asks, looking up at Visidion.

      Visidion shakes his head and looks over at Astrid. Calista follows his gaze.

      “Uh,” Astrid says, perplexed. “We just, you know, did it?”

      Calista smiles. “Sorry, I wasn’t thinking.”

      “Please forgive her,” Jolie chimes in. “She thinks everyone is a botanist.”

      Calista flushes and shrugs.

      “So how often do you have to water?” Calista asks. “Illadon, no!”

      Illadon pulls everyone’s attention as he grabs up one of the small plants and shoves it in his mouth. He looks at his mother, grinning, with a long green stalk sticking out of his mouth.

      “Mama?” he asks, around the root, eyes wide and his tiny tail drooping behind him.

      “I’m so sorry,” Calista says, jumping to her feet to race over to Illadon.

      “It’s fine! That’s what we’re growing it for,” Penelope says.

      Illadon takes that for what it’s worth and barely seems to chew before he’s swallowing. He laughs as Calista sweeps him up into her arms with a grunt. I’m surprised she can still lift him—he’s growing fast and must be pushing sixty pounds now, even though he’s still a toddler. The human-zmaj babies are born big and grow fast. Illadon has been a toddler for a while, and now Rverre is doing her best to keep up with him. She giggles watching Illadon, and soon she’s following along behind him.

      The babies are almost always the center of attention. Everyone wants to know how they are, what they are doing, if they’ve done anything new. Stories of the babies are the meat and bread of the City. My interest in them is just as high but for much different reasons. They are our future. Neither of our races can survive on our own. We need each other.

      “No, no, no, Rverre,” Jolie says. “Just because Illadon got away with it doesn’t mean you will.”

      She intercepts Rverre as she tries to uproot a stalk too.

      “Perhaps we should go elsewhere?” I suggest.

      “Of course,” Visidion says, motioning towards the cliffs.

      The Tribe has done an impressive amount of work turning these broken cliffs and caverns into a home. The side of the cliff is dotted with homes built into the rock. They’ve put up a rock wall to separate their area off from the rest of the barren plains. I assume it helps keep the wandering creatures out as well though it’s not very tall, at least not yet. Maybe they plan to make it taller.

      A spasm rips through my thigh when I step forward. Damn it, not now. Gritting my teeth, I will the leg to hold. The spasm passes and no one seems to have noticed. Good. I can’t let them know, not yet. I wish Sarah was here with me, but I don’t want anyone to know she works directly for me. There wasn’t a good excuse to bring her along.

      Things are going to come to a head with Gershom soon. If I can only hold him off a bit longer it won’t matter if he takes control. I’ll have laid the future of our races. A little more time. It’s all I need.

      Visidion walks beside me. Ladon and Sverre stand off by themselves. Three members of the Tribe stand a few feet from them, arms crossed. They’re exchanging distrustful looks. Astarot walks out of the cavern and heads towards their group.

      “Ladon!” Astarot calls out, apparently unperturbed by the tension between the two groups.

      Good. I need Ladon to relax, and I hope that Astarot can accomplish that. Ladon uncrosses his arms and his tail stops slashing from side to side, which is all a step in the right direction.

      “I’m glad you came,” Visidion says. “Might I offer you refreshment?”

      “We brought our own. I do not wish to be a burden,” I say.

      “Nonsense, I will provide for you. What kind of host would I be if I did not?”

      Visidion’s eyes are a deep emerald. When he stares at me it feels as if he’s looking into my soul. There’s something about his eyes and the way he locks his gaze on a person. I’ve seen him do it to others as well. The person he is focusing on becomes the center of the universe, and they know it. You can’t help but feel it when interacting with him. It’s an impressive skill, but a skill nonetheless.

      “Thank you,” I say, accepting his offer.

      If only I could trust you. I push that thought aside and direct my attention to my surroundings. The Tribe has done amazing things in the short time they’ve been here. They’ve turned an empty cliff and cave into a home. Almost better than I’ve been able to accomplish with much longer in the City.

      Astarot stands between the three Tribe Zmaj and Ladon with Sverre, making an obvious attempt to bridge the two cultures. As we pass by them he catches my eye and smiles. I nod my appreciation, and he breaks the eye contact first.

      “Here,” Visidion says, motioning with his staff.

      A small table is laid out with snacks and clay vases of water. The table is a thin piece of metal that looks like salvage from one of the ships’ wreckage. Wooden sticks have been worked through it to form legs. Twine is wrapped around them below the metal sheet and above to lock the table in place. It’s an ingeniously simple design. The water vases hold most of my attention. They’re hand crafted, functional but pretty. Designs are etched into the clay to create diamond patterns on one and swirls on the other. Functional dining ware is an area where we sorely lack. No one in the city, including me, had thought to find and use clay.

      “How do you find the clay?” I ask, holding one of the vases up to inspect it closer.

      “Clay is plentiful if you dig around an oasis or risk going into the caves,” Visidion answers. “There is a skill to creating with it though.”

      “I’m sure there is,” I say, setting the vase down. “Well, our trip has been productive, thank you.”

      “Of course,” Visidion says, raising his glass before sipping.

      “Our futures are intertwined, we must continue to strengthen the bonds between our people,” I say.

      “We don’t need anyone,” a smaller Zmaj mutters as he walks by the table. He’s small by Zmaj standards but still towers over any human.

      Visidion looks down but doesn’t speak. His difficulties are not that different from mine, it would seem. This visit has shown, if nothing else, there is an underlying resentment among members of the Tribe, especially the Zmaj.

      Time. I just need time. Damn it, Gershom, give me enough! My hand starts to shake, so I set the cup down before it becomes noticeable. Maybe I should be cursing my body for more time, though the tremors and weakness have been less than they were before. Time is my enemy in more ways than one.

      “That is not true,” I answer, but I’m looking at Visidion when I speak, watching for his reaction.

      Visidion watches but now I’ve attracted more than just his attention. Good. They need to hear this. The small Zmaj who had muttered turns and glares as do other members of the Tribe, some more openly than others.

      “What can you possibly mean?” Delilah, I think her name is, says stepping forward.

      Delilah is a black woman of medium size. Though her height and build may be average, there is an imperial air in the sweep of her cheekbones and the way she carries herself. She thrusts her shoulders forward and tilts her head back, and there’s an angry flash in her eyes.

      “Together we are stronger,” I answer her.

      “Really? Were you not there when your people refused us entry into the City? After all the shit we went through, holding out a candle of hope, only to find out the light at the end of that tunnel was a damn lie?” she retorts, anger and sarcasm in every word.

      “There are two sides to every story,” I say.

      “Sure,” she says. “There always are, but what does it matter? We’re fine here. We’ve got everything we need. Hell, life here is better than it was at the wreckage before I was captured. I don’t need you. None of us here do.”

      The Zmaj close to her hisses his agreement. Squaring my shoulders I listen but her argument isn’t new. I’ve heard it from my own people. They don’t see the future because they’re only looking at the moment. Visidion steps forward.

      “This is not the time for such discussion,” he says, tapping his staff on the ground.

      “When is the time?” Delilah spits. “We welcome them in here like nothing happened? They turned us away!”

      A redheaded woman steps out of the crowd and places a hand on Delilah’s shoulder. She’s a bigger girl, and I notice there’s an unmistakable swell to her belly. I struggle to place her name. It’s right there on the tip of my tongue. I never had this problem before. As Lady General, the entire fleet was under my command, and there was not a name and face in the entire force I could not put together on sight. That was before. It was the first thing I noticed failing. That led me to the doctors on the ship.

      Olivia! That’s her name!

      “Delilah,” she says, “please.”

      “Please what?” Delilah says, becoming angrier.

      Tribe members move closer to the commotion. Ladon and Sverre appear behind me. Ladon’s anger is palpable, coming off him in waves. Sverre is more in control, but neither of them are contributing to defusing the situation.

      “This isn’t the time,” Olivia begs.

      “Then when is?” Delilah asks.

      This is getting out of control. The Tribe is gathering behind Delilah and my own people are behind me. There’s an empty space between us, a few feet, but it might as well be a galaxy. A gaping chasm of differences and hurt feelings.

      “The choice to leave was yours,” Ladon hisses over my shoulder.

      “You refuse the Edicts!” a Zmaj shouts, stepping into the open space between our groups, his wings spreading, tail straight out behind him, his arms wide inviting any threat.

      “Ragnar,” Visidion says, slamming his staff into the ground.

      The Zmaj who stepped forward stands down, his wings folding, tail lowering, and dropping his arms to his sides. He steps back but doesn’t break his gaze with Ladon. Visidion steps into the middle ground, and on instinct, I move to his side. The two of us turn a slow circle in a silent accord. Staring at each person, locking eyes one after another, we connect with everyone until our unity makes the tension in each face, in each body, seep away. For now.

      The crowd disperses leaving Visidion and me to face each other. Ladon storms off towards the wall where he’s been standing watch for most of our visit. Sverre quietly joins him. Delilah stands alone at the end staring at me but turns and leaves too.

      Visidion locks his stunning gaze with me, and that feeling of him looking into my soul returns. Despite it, the gulf between us is still wide. His worldview, shaped by the Edicts of the Tribe, are different. He shakes his head, smiling. The hooded cloak he wears, flapping in a light, hot breeze, pulls the fabric aside to further reveal his muscled chest. The red suns glint off his scales that have a soft blue tint to their edges. Something deep in my core tightens, stirring, interest rising. No, what am I thinking? It can never be.

      “I apologize,” Visidion says.

      “I understand, but we must find a way to bring our peoples together,” I say.

      “I’m not sure that is possible,” he says, sighing as he looks over my shoulder to where Ladon and Sverre stand. “We will not abandon the Edicts.”

      Chewing the inside of my lip, I nod my understanding.

      The Zmaj, the natives of this planet my humans have crashed on, are a dying race, but proud. The devastating war that destroyed the planet happened long ago, leaving only a handful of male survivors. I’ve seen evidence of a time when they were plentiful. That was before. Now most Zmaj can barely stand to be within a hundred feet of each other. The handful of them in the City struggle to control an instinctive need to dominate.

      The Tribe is different. So many Zmaj, living together, in peace, more or less. What they refer to as the Edicts is what makes it possible. Glancing over my shoulder at Ladon and Sverre, my stomach knots. Convincing Ladon of that is an entire project of its own.

      Then there is Gershom. The constant thorn in my side, vying, subtly, for control of the survivors. He’s a snake in the grass and I know it. Many times I’ve considered handling him with finality—but he has followers. If I moved against him directly, it would only fuel them, leading to a civil war among the humans. Something we can’t afford. There aren’t enough of us.

      “How’s it going?” Calista asks, interrupting my thoughts.

      Illadon is on her hip, giggling as he pulls at her blouse. Jolie is just behind her with Rverre in her arms. The babies. That’s where our future lies. Certainty fills my heart looking at them. Just one of the secrets I cannot share with anyone. Apart, our races are doomed. Together is our future. Fate, gods, the hand of the universe, or sheer blind luck brought us to this point, but no matter how, this is where we are.

      “Momma,” Illadon gurgles, pulling Calista’s attention and bringing a smile to my face.

      He may overall be Zmaj with his scales, wings, and tail, but the human in his features is clear too. His tiny budding horns grow out of a thick head of hair, and his sharp blue eyes and nose are all Calista. Ladon walks over, takes his son in his arms, and tosses him high in the sky. Illadon laughs so hard he’s crying, flapping his tiny wings as he falls back into his father’s grasp.

      “Ladon!” Calista exclaims. “Careful!”

      “Of course I’m careful,” Ladon says, ignoring her as he throws the laughing Illadon into the air again.

      This rift between our people must be healed. The epis, delicate, rare plant that extends the life of those who take it and has the miraculous effect of adjusting our human biology to survive the intense heat of Tajss, will not be enough for our survival on its own. There aren’t enough of us. The balance of men to women is too far off. No, our only hope for the future is to bring our two dying races together.

      “The future,” Visidion whispers next to me.

      My neck pops as I look at him so quickly. Was he in my thoughts?

      He watches Illadon flying into the air and dropping into his father’s arms. Ladon and Illadon are laughing and even Calista is. Rverre holds her tiny arms out, hands grasping and cooing, wanting the same attention. Sverre takes his daughter and plays with her, albeit in a much gentler way. Rverre revels in his attention, no matter it’s not as rough as Ladon’s.

      “Yes,” I agree, speaking softly too. “If we make it.”
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          VISIDION

        

      

    

    
      “It is late. You should stay, return in the morning,” I say.

      Rosalind stares out across the rolling dunes. The strong line of her jaw is set, and her smoky gray eyes stare into the distance, seeing things no one else does. Dark brown hair curling down past her shoulders to the middle of her back contrasts strongly with the white suit she wears. There is an imperial aura to her. She’s a natural leader but I see the weight on her shoulders. She captivates me, but how do I say such?

      My cock hasn’t stirred in so many years that the sensations in my groin of desire and need take me by surprise. Only she has that effect, since the first moment I saw her standing on the other side of the glittering dome of the city. Tall, ramrod-straight back, the easy aura of being in charge—all caught my interest. Since then, what I’ve learned of her only makes my interest grow. She cares for her people and the Zmaj as well.

      “I would not want to impose,” she says.

      “If it would be an imposition, I would not have offered,” I answer.

      She turns, her eyes locking with mine. Her head tilts to one side, and a hint of a smile plays across her lips.

      “I admire your bluntness and honesty,” she says.

      My throat tightens, making speaking impossible. Her compliment has strange effects on my body. Unable to answer, I nod my head in response and turn away from her gaze. My stomach roils as if I’ve eaten a bad stajiss seed. What, am I a youngling? Swallowing hard, I force my throat open and calm my stomach through will.

      “Thank you,” I say. “It will give us time to discuss the future as well.”

      The future. I know what I would like, but what I would like and what I can and will most likely have are two distinctly different things. My people are first. The Edicts guide our lives. Without them we are nothing. Lose them and we lose ourselves. The Tribe would be more accepting of the City if Rosalind was willing to deal with Gershom.

      That is an issue I cannot push. What would I do if the roles were reversed? Adopt a new and foreign system of rule or reject it out of hand? No, I could not give up the Edicts. Which leaves her and me at an impasse. For now.

      “The future,” she nods, pursing her full lips.

      What would they taste like?

      “Drosdan, find lodging for our guests for the night,” I order.

      Drosdan stares, hisses, then nods and moves to comply with my order. Drosdan is loyal even if he might grumble. Rosalind and I walk over to the wall together. There’s an easy comfort to the silence between us. The setting suns cast their dying red rays across the wasteland that is my home. Tajss was never easy, but the devastation made it worse.

      “Can you see it?” Rosalind asks, her delicate hand resting on the wall that comes just above her waist.

      The bustle of evening sounds drifts past us as we stand, side by side, staring at the horizon. People talking, dishes rattling, the shuffle of life carrying on. A ray of light lands on Rosalind’s face, accenting her strong jaw, casting an aura around her. In some ways, she reminds me of my father, Kaleessin the Seer. It was his vision before the devastation that founded the Tribe. He sees things no one else does. There is an air about him that is very much the same with Rosalind.

      “What is it you see?” I ask, curiosity tingling along my scales.

      “What we can be, what we must be,” she sighs.

      Boldly I place my hand on hers. We stand shoulder to shoulder, facing the setting suns together.

      “That is a long road,” I observe.

      Her skin is soft under my touch, so soft. Desire stirs again, rising, clouding my judgment. She doesn’t move her hand from mine, though in fairness she doesn’t seem to notice it either.

      “Yes,” she says. “Fraught with peril.”

      “The future always is,” I agree. “Only the strong can claim it.”

      “Are we strong enough?” she muses.

      “Together we are stronger,” I intone, the second of the Edicts.

      She looks at me, eyes narrowing, mouth tightening.

      “Your Edicts,” she observes.

      “Yes,” I say.

      “Tell me your history. How did you create all of this?” Her graceful gesture sweeps across the cliff homes of the Tribe.

      “Ah, that is a tale, now isn’t it? Shall I share it over a meal?” I ask, stomach clenching in anticipation.

      Emotions flicker across her face in an instant, and then her eyes soften. She turns her hand under mine, palm up, then grips my hand tight.

      “That would be nice,” she agrees.

      Chills run down my spine as we walk. When we reach my home, I pull the skins aside to let her enter. Before I step in, I see a few of the Tribe staring. Turning from their looks, I drop the skins behind me.

      “Please, sit,” I say, motioning to one of the two stools at my table.

      She sits with a grace of movement that holds my attention. Every motion she makes flows from one to the next. A sensual beauty in action. Hospitality is rough here in our new home. Back at the Valley, I would have more to offer in both supplies and amenities. All of that we left behind when the Zzlo found us. The Zzlo, more than the hostility of the environment, weigh on my mind. They are the reason I believe we need an alliance with the City.

      “Thank you,” she says.

      I take two clay cups and plates out of a small chest by the wall and set them on the table, then pour water from a vase. A woven basket has dried meats in it that I put on each of our plates before taking my own seat. She raises her glass holding it out over the table. My mind whirls, what is she doing? She’s waiting, for what? What am I supposed to do to this gesture?

      “It is a human custom,” she says, smiling, “to touch glasses before drinking. It is a toast, an honor to the host.”

      “A toast?” I ask.

      “Yes,” she says, still holding her glass over the table. She searches for a word. “A toast is like… a blessing.”

      “Ah,” I say, raising my glass and holding it out over the table too.

      Humans have strange customs. She tilts her glass towards mine until the edges clink together. Then she raises it to her lips and sips before setting it back on the table. I sip from my cup and put it down too.

      “Your history,” she prompts, picking up a piece of smoked meat and popping it in her mouth without further ado.

      “Yes,” I say, forcing my thoughts away from the fullness of her lips as they purse and relax with the chewing motions.

      Thoughts of pleasure dance in my mind. Pleasure that is not mine to claim, but those lips. They appear so soft, so different than a Zmaj female’s would be. What would they feel like on my… no. Focus.

      “The Tribe started before the devastation,” I say. “Kalessin foresaw what was coming.”

      “Kalessin is your father?” she asks.

      Time stops, my hand halfway to my mouth with a piece of meat. Swallowing hard I tilt my head. Rosalind smiles, enjoying the fact she shocked me.

      “You know more than I expected,” I say.

      “It’s the only way to play the game,” she acknowledges.

      “Is that what we’re doing? Playing a game?” I ask.

      The air is thick between us. We stare into each other’s eyes. My first cock stirs, stiffening, laden with desire. Thoughts race, my hearts thump hard in my chest. It’s hard to breathe.

      “Are we not,” she whispers.

      Her lips parting around the words, closing on each one, her beautiful eyes sparkling with hints of promise. I could lose my heart in those warm pools. She leans in, pulling me forward with her.

      “Survival is not a game,” I say, soft.

      “It is the only game,” she says, sensuous, closer.

      I’m drawn in by her gravity. We’re close, almost close enough to kiss. My cock throbs, pulsing need, clouding judgment. The Edicts.

      “Survival of the group matters.” Hoarse, scratchy words emerge from my too-tight throat.

      “Yes, more than ourselves,” she says.

      Her hand touches mine on the table. Fire ignites in my scales as her fingertips brush against them. Roaring up my limbs and down to my core, fueling the inferno of desire and needs unmet in longer than memory. The piece of meat in my other raised hand drops to the table, forgotten.

      So close. Her scent fills my senses, heady, spinning me deeper into desire. My tongue tingles, imagining how she will taste. Her warm breath passes over my mouth. Stomach clenching, I grip the table, bracing myself.

      Focus. I am myself.

      Her left hand rests on my clenched fist on the table. Her right rises, trembling, and she touches my cheek. Weakness strikes my legs—if I wasn’t sitting I’d fall. A soft groan slips out of my throat. Never has a touch been so soft, sensuous, or more desired. If I were to purse my lips they would touch hers. I could, should… no.

      “Why?” I ask.

      It falls from my mouth unwanted, contrary to everything I desire, but I have to know. It breaks the moment. Rosalind leans back, leaving a vacuum where she was. I fall back onto my stool, and we stare at each other across the new-formed chasm. Was the moment real? Did she want me as I want her? The slightest shake of her shoulders as she settles on her stool, a quiver that fuels my doubts.

      “Why?” she queries, staring at the table between us.

      The raging of my cock subsides, softening with the missed opportunity. Regret dances in my chest, an empty ache, but my thoughts clear. I am Chieftain; the Tribe is first. Survival of the group matters. Focusing myself, I recite the Edicts in my mind before I answer her question.

      One, I am myself. Two, together we are stronger. Three, survival of the group matters.

      Inhaling deep, pushing desires aside, I exhale a low, slow breath.

      “Yes, why. Why do you protect Gershom? What is this future you see in which you feel he plays a role? That’s what it is, isn’t it? You see a need he fulfills. Why else would you tolerate someone who causes so much trouble?”

      Her shoulders slump. It’s not obvious, only astute observation catches it. The weight on her returns.

      “As you say, he fulfills a role,” she sighs.

      “What role, what future do you see?”

      She looks up from the table, sharp eyes staring into mine, looking for something. I meet her gaze without flinching, opening to her. Her lips part; there is a heavy pause; then she shakes her head.

      “Survival,” she lies. “I’m just trying to make sure as many of my people as possible survive.”

      My chest constricts with pain. My hearts skip beats. Closing my eyes, I sigh and accept her answer. The trust between us is not yet enough.

      “I see,” I say, letting it go, my stomach knotting as if punched.

      “You were telling me about your history,” she says.

      Smiling tight, I let her change the subject. Easier than facing the pain of distrust.

      “As I said, Kalessin saw what was coming, but no one would listen. He went to the Councils, spoke against those who advocated war. He tried to get them to see, to believe his visions, but Zmaj are a proud race. They would not set aside their fixed views of the world.

      Seeing he could not stop what was to come, he gathered those who would listen. They came together, collecting supplies, and then before his vision could come to pass, they went into the desert. A handful only, my family, a few others who would listen.”

      “The willfully blind do not see until it is too late,” she mutters.

      “Truth,” I agree. “When it was over, the Tribe was but a few. Over time, survivors were found. Some joined us, others went their own ways. We were resigned to our end, but holding out hope. Kalessin often said there was hope. The future was clouded but not black. So we waited. We survived.”

      “The bijass?” she asks.

      “What of it?” I ask.

      “Tell me of it. I don’t know that I understand it.”

      Breaking contact with her eyes I study the scratches in the thin metal top of the table between us. Bijass is shameful, not something to be discussed. Her hand touches my fist, insisting, pulling truth.

      “It is shameful,” I say.

      “Yes, but what is it?” she implores me. “I need to understand. I lead Zmaj, but it is only by conjecture and observation. Help me, so I might better lead those who follow me.”

      Sincerity lies in her words. Gritting my teeth before meeting her gaze, I swallow hard.

      “Zmaj are evolved for Tajss,” I say. “A violent, savage planet. The bijass is our basest instinct, primal drives. A Zmaj struggles between rationality and the bijass, always. Hence the Edicts.”

      “They’re a mantra,” she observes.

      “Yes, they focus the mind. Push back and help you to remain in control.”

      She purses her lips and the now not-unfamiliar stirrings in my crotch happen again. A tingle on my lips, desire to taste those plump entrances to her beautiful mouth.

      “Why does Ladon reject them?”

      “Because he’s a fool,” I retort without thinking, regret following immediately when her sharp eyes admonish me.

      “Ladon is a lot of things, but not a fool.”

      “Are you sure?” I ask, holding the line now that the words have fallen.

      “I am,” she says.

      “Then he is afraid.”

      “Afraid?” she snorts. “Ladon?”

      “Yes,” I say. “What else? He’s either a fool, which you assert he is not, or afraid. Why else would he be unwilling to have tools to control his baser instincts?”

      She doesn’t say anything, looking thoughtful. One finger traces a pattern on the table, holding my attention. A tremor passes through her hand and she jerks it off the table to her side.

      “Perhaps,” she says, covering her strange behavior. “I will have to think about that.”

      “It is late, and we must be on our way early if we are to make the city tomorrow,” she says, rising from the table.

      “Of course, this way,” I say, showing her to my small bed.

      She tries to insist she will sleep on the floor, but the argument is moot. I will not bend on this point. And at last, she is lying in my bed behind a makeshift curtain I rig out of a couple of skins. I can just see the outline of her hip in the gap between them. With my back pressed to the wall, I study the curve of her. I contemplate what almost was between us until sleep claims me.
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      “As you can see, trade is in both of our best interests,” I say, picking a piece of smoked meat off the clay plate and placing it in my mouth.

      “I agree, of course, but there are obstacles to be overcome,” Visidion replies.

      Chewing the tough piece of meat, I watch him and wait. He’s left the statement open for me to reply, but often it is better to let the other talk more. Silence can be the greatest tool in my arsenal. Visidion is patient. Almost, I think he might win this game. I pick up the glass and take a long, slow drink, never letting my eyes break from his. A smile plays at the corners of his mouth.

      My core tightens with an urge to throw myself across the table and taste his lips. Firming my grip on the cup, I resist until it passes.

      “My people,” he continues at last.

      “Yes?” I encourage.

      “We have lived on our own for too long,” he says. “They do not believe we need you.”

      “What do you believe?” I probe.

      Visidion sighs, leans back, spreads his arms wide, and shakes his head. His eyes close while he inhales deeply. His chest rises, expanding with the inhale pressing forward his impressive physique. Now-familiar tightness in my core winds tighter, his pectoral muscles tighten then relax as he lets the breath out. No. I’m not a schoolgirl. No matter how long it’s been…

      He opens his beautiful eyes, meeting my gaze with open honesty. His eyes are deep pools, unshielded access to his soul. My mouth is so dry that swallowing hard hurts my throat. His wings rustle on his back.

      “Perhaps I have lived too long without hope,” he says, his voice soft, placing a hand on the table halfway between us.

      My hand is on his, unplanned, without thought. Instinct or driven by desire—I don’t know. His scales are smooth and cool under my fingertips. I trace a slow circle with my index finger, my eyes never leaving his. The texture of his scales ignites my interest. A shudder passes through me as my body responds to the feel of him.

      “And?”

      His tongue darts out and across his lips. I lean, involuntarily, desire pulling me closer.

      “I don’t know what to do with it,” he breathes, leaning.

      “Embrace it.”

      “Then what?”

      “Then we see…”

      Our lips are so close his warm breath passes across me, a hint of spice to it. His emerald green eyes, pools of warm liquid, two inches away staring into my soul. He turns his hand under mine on the table and grips me tight. Closer, my lips tremble, about to touch his…

      A scream cuts through the moment jerking us both to reality.

      My heart pounds. Leaping to my feet, I bound for the door, Visidion at my side. When I burst through the skins that cover the entrance, the bright suns assault my eyes. Spots dance across my vision, blurring everything to rough shapes.

      Visidion’s home is on the second level of the cliff homes. He pushes past me and is running down the ramp. I’m unable to follow without risking a fall until my eyes clear.

      “Rawrrr!” echoes off the stone wall behind me.

      I rub furiously at my eyes as I move down the ramp. The sounds of fighting are joined by shouts and more screams. My eyes clear at last and almost I wish they hadn’t. The huge Zmaj, Drosdan I believe, is facing off against Ladon. The two of them circle each other, a crowd around them shouting and screaming. Blood is streaming down Ladon’s face from a cut over his eye but he shows no sign of slowing.

      In a sudden, surprising burst Ladon leaps into the air, wings spreading wide, arm cocked back, fist dropping towards Drosdan. Drosdan, bigger and slower, looks up and starts to raise his arms in defense but too late. Ladon’s fist slams into him with a sickening crunch. Drosdan stumbles backwards, tail swinging wildly and wings batting at the air as he struggles to remain upright.

      A round of gasps are accompanied by cheers.

      “Kick his ass, Ladon!” someone yells, a human voice by the accent, but I can’t see past the bodies to see who it is, now that I’m off the ramp.

      “Drosdan!” a chant starts.

      Feet pound the ground, creating a thunderous cacophony along with the chants of the name of the larger Zmaj. Visidion is just ahead of me, rushing for the crowd. The red-tan cloak he wears flaps in the wind behind him. He’s stopped by the crowd.

      “Make way!” he yells as I catch up to him.

      The crowd parts around him. I follow in his wake, taking advantage of the opening. Before we can pass through the cheering and chanting crowd, I hear another hard slam and more grunts of pain. My chest constricts as my heart beats faster. The crowd is too close, making it hard to breathe as we push our way through. My left thigh trembles, wanting to give way. No, not now. Gritting my teeth, I push past the pain, but the trembling of my hands isn’t something I can control.

      The problems have been less but are not gone. Every time they return it’s a reminder of how precious time is and how little of it I have to accomplish my goals. Another loud crack and the crowd gasps. Someone screams. The chanting resumes.

      Shifting bodies press in and out. How many people are there here? How can we not be through this crowd already?

      Stumbling, I’m free of it. Visidion grabs my arm, steadying me.

      “Enough!” Visidion yells, his voice loud enough to echo off the cliff wall.

      Silence drops like a blanket. No one speaks. I can’t hear anyone even breathe.

      Drosdan and Ladon face each other a couple of feet apart. Blood drips off both of them, pooling on the ground. Drosdan’s left wing droops too. They’re both panting but their fists are raised and ready to continue their battle.

      Walking beside Visidion we move between the two men. Strategically I shift my position so that I end up closer to Drosdan, forcing Visidion to stand closer to Ladon. A quick shift of his eyes in my direction tells me he notes it, and the hint of a smile is his approval.

      “What’s going on here?” I ask, taking the lead.

      “He called Illadon ugly,” Ladon hisses.

      “No, I said his father was as ugly as a bivo’s droppings,” Drosdan retorts.

      The crowd laughs, and Drosdan stands straighter, grinning. Ladon hisses, balling his fists as he steps forward. Visidion stops him with a hand on his chest.

      “Drosdan, we are guests in your home. Is this how the Tribe treats its guests?” I ask.

      “Tribe,” Ladon turns his head and spits the word. “Gathering of sismis is more accurate.”

      Sismis are tiny sand snakes with a very deadly poison. Calling the Tribe that must be a high insult in Zmaj judging by the reaction of the crowd. Drosdan roars, his tail springing straight up and his undamaged wing opening, the other struggling but failing to expand.

      “Ladon,” Visidion says, “is this the way you treat your hosts?”

      Ladon locks eyes with Visidion as I turn to face Drosdan. Placing my hand on his massive chest I look up and stare until he glances down. Once he does our eyes lock and by my will alone I force him to keep his gaze on me. He’s huge, with arms like tree trunks, shoulders wide enough I could stretch out across them and have room left. Still, he doesn’t move from my touch or look away.

      “No,” Ladon says, defeat in his voice.

      “And you Drosdan? Is this in line with the Edicts?” I ask.

      His eyes widen, his jaw falls open as he shakes his head. His wings and tail drop and his hands unclench.

      “We have differences,” Visidion says, speaking to Ladon but pitching his voice to carry.

      “But they are not so great,” I finish his thought.

      “There is enough in this world trying to destroy us,” Visidion says.

      “Storms, heat, zelmja, and Zzlo,” I say.

      “Do we need to destroy each other as well?” Visidion asks.

      “Together we are stronger,” I say, the crowd gasps and the tension lowers.

      I know there is a power in the Edicts they follow. If only I could get my people to accept them. Soon, once Gershom is dealt with, it should be possible. The ideals they express are no different than my own but diametrically opposed to Gershom and his Human First movement.

      “What about them? They don’t follow our Edicts,” a voice from the crowd.

      “No, they do not,” Visidion says.

      “But not because we don’t respect them,” I continue.

      “Are our ideals meant to be enforced? Should we make them follow our ways? Beat them down until they submit?” Visidion says.

      “You are better than that, we all must be.”

      “Together we are stronger,” Visidion repeats.

      The crowd murmurs, the tide shifting. There are too few of us, even with the size of the Tribe and the new survivors who have chosen to live here. Too few for us to be at each other. The viability of both our races hangs in the balance.

      “There is hope,” I say. “Hope for a future for both our races. Open your minds and hearts and look forward.”

      “Yes,” Visidion agrees. “Hope, that long-lost glimmer we have all but forsaken has come. In a new form, the form of the Humans and an alliance between our races. That is the future we see. Will you not follow me into it?”

      “I will,” Padraig says, stepping forward.

      Padraig is as unmistakable as Drosdan, being second in size only to him. Big, burly—if Zmaj grew facial hair, I’d imagine him with a big, black thick beard to go with his bulging arms and chest. Even his voice is deep and booming. Other Zmaj follow suit, and then the humans among them are also agreeing. In moments, the near-riot passes as people return to their work, leaving Visidion and me standing between Ladon and Drosdan.

      Both of the Zmaj are wounded from their fighting. They’re breathing heavily, and neither of them will meet the gaze of the other. Drosdan rubs his jaw, moving it back and forth until it cracks loudly. My stomach clenches at the sound in sympathy.

      “You hit good,” Drosdan says.

      “You don’t,” Ladon says, wiping blood away from his eyes.

      “Ladon, be nice!” Calista storms up.

      She was probably blocked out by the crowd, but she’s here now, and Ladon shrinks before his wife. Calista rises on her toes to look at the wound over his eye. Tsking as she inspects it, she pinches around the area. Ladon yelps, and Drosdan giggles in response. Ladon glares over his wife’s head at the bigger Zmaj.

      “You hit like a female,” Ladon snaps.

      “Go ahead, tiny man,” Drosdan says.

      Visidion and I exchange a glance, then leave the two men to work out the rest of their differences, the danger in the situation gone.

      “We work well together,” Visidion says.

      He walks towards the wall. A short way off, two Zmaj and a woman are working. She lays a mud mixture down on the wall then the two Zmaj lift large stones up and place them, taking the wall higher.

      “Yes,” I agree.

      “Perhaps we should do it more often?” he asks, staring out at the empty desert.

      “Perhaps we should,” I agree.

      A slow smile spreads as he nods. We stand in comfortable silence, side by side, staring out into the great emptiness that is our home.

      “You should leave soon,” he says, but is that
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