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      Stubborn, stubborn machine! I can’t get this motor to run. The wrench slips and my knuckles scrape against metal.

      “Damn it!” I yell, dropping the wrench and grabbing my injured hand with the other.

      Pain throbs in time with the beating of my heart. I hate this, hate this place, hate my new job, I hate every damn thing about all of it. Seven months ago my friends and I crashed on this barren wasteland of a planet. It’s totally hell even if we like to joke about it and argue if it’s more like Star Wars or Star Trek. This place sucks. It’s hot and sand gets in places I didn’t even know I had.

      We live in what was once a great city but now is little more than a ruin. The building we’re in was, maybe, once the city’s power source but now it’s a decaying jumble of machines and metal. It’s big and smells old, like rust and mold. There’s barely enough light to work by streaming in from rotted gaps in the high ceiling. Dancing from foot to foot I wait for the pain to subside.

      “Are you okay?” Inga asks, over my shoulder.

      “Do I look like I’m okay?” I snap.

      “I’m sorry, I…” she trails off.

      Great, I’m being a total bitch to my friends, again. Sometimes I can’t seem to stop myself. “Hey,” I say to Inga’s retreating form. “I’m sorry. I’m a bitch. It’s just hot and damn it this hurt, bad.” I hold my hand up between us, the scraped knuckles still red.

      “It’s cool,” she says. “Scotty used to yell at the rest of the engineers too.”

      She grins with the reference but all I can muster is a wan smile. I’m not an engineer, I’m a pilot. What good is that though? We need pilots like I need a hole in my head. There’s nothing to fly so a pilot does nothing to increase our odds of survival. On the ship that was our home, I hung out enough on the flight deck to pick up a few things from the real engineers, but none of them survived so I’m the best we’ve got. Hence, I’m pressed into service as an engineer. Which I’m not but I’m doing my best.

      “What is wrong my lyutik?” Shidan asks, coming around the corner.

      Shidan is a Zmaj, a native inhabitant of this desert hell. He showed up two months ago and has been following me around ever since.

      I don't know how long ago, but there was a war the Zmaj call the Devastation. Before that this place was an advanced technological society. Something happened in the war that wiped out all but a handful of male Zmaj. It triggered some primal instinct that drove them apart, they can’t be near each other without trying to establish dominance so now they live like barbarians.

      They’re dragon-men, literal seven-foot tall, enormous dragon-men. Shidan is covered head to toe in rusty-brown scales edged with red-blue. They’re thicker along his backside and a lot lighter on the front. He even has wings and a tail. Like all the Zmaj, he runs around shirtless, exposing his over defined abs and chest muscles that are enough to turn any girl’s head. His face isn’t really reptilian, it’s much more human, but sharp and sculpted. I can’t deny it’s an attractive face with a strong jaw but he’s always staring at me with clear, amber eyes.  His hotness doesn’t mean I like him stalking me.

      “It’s nothing,” I reply in Zmaj, bending down to pick up the wrench I dropped.

      There are a few hundred human survivors from our crashed generation ship living in the city and they’re all counting on me to fix these damn motors. If I can figure it out, then we’ll have electricity. Maybe. I think that’s what these things do. Or they could turn on and fry us all. Summon a horde of zombies. Who knows?

      “Ladon wants to know how it’s going?” Shidan asks.

      Ladon, this city belongs to him. How or why a single Zmaj can claim an entire city big enough to house hundreds of thousands if not millions seems to come back to the whole barbarian culture thing. Ladon is the first alien dragon-man we met. Through an act of fate, or luck, he fell in love with my friend Calista. If he hadn’t, we’d probably be dead. This planet is the most inhospitable place I could imagine. Everything, and I mean everything, is trying to kill us. If the wildlife doesn’t get you, the heat is unbearable and murders you slowly. Luckily, Calista got knocked up by her lover-boy-alien and so for her sake he deals with the rest of us survivors. Who knew our two species would be compatible? Not my area of expertise. Calista and Ladon struck a match, patient zero of an outbreak. A regular alien baby fever that’s sweeping through the girls. Two other Zmaj showed up outside the city a while ago, one of them Shidan.

      “Why is he always so stalkerish?” I ask Inga, speaking Common and glancing at Shidan.

      Calista found a machine that taught humans how to speak and understand the Zmaj language but so far none of the Zmaj have learned Common.

      “He’s helping, remember?” she asks.

      “I was being rhetorical.”

      “Oh, sorry,” she gives me a sheepish smile to which I shake my head.

      “I’m a pilot, not an engineer,” I mutter in my best Scotty impression to make her happy, which sucks and I know it, but whatever.

      “But you’re great at it,” Inga says.

      I stare until I realize she’s serious, then I feel awkward. “Thanks,” I reply. She smiles and puts her attention back on the parts I have her cleaning.

      Shidan stands close by, silently waiting for me to answer him. It’s kind of creepy. He’s always looking at me like that. If he was a guy, you know a normal human guy, I’d say he has puppy dog eyes. Like he’s longing for me or something. Zmaj are weird that way. I’ve heard Ladon calling Calista his treasure. My other friend Jolie’s Zmaj, Sverre, does the same thing. Hovering, being protective, looking out for her like she's too weak to do it on her own. I don’t need or want anyone ‘looking’ out for me. I've spent my entire life proving myself. I’ll stand on my own, I won’t let anyone put themselves in harm’s way because of me again.

      “I’m glad he can’t understand us. Why is he always looking at me like that?”

      “He likes you,” Inga insists, drying a piston with a towel.

      “Well he can keep his like to himself,” I mutter, putting the wrench back on the stubborn bolt that’s refusing to let go.

      Shidan comes closer and grabs for my hand. Instinctively I jerk away, my heart pounding so loud it’s echoing in my ears, but I’m not fast enough. He catches my hand and pulls it up closer to his face. Carefully he inspects my scraped knuckles.

      “You're injured,” he observes.

      “No shit, Sherlock,” I say. “It’s fine.”

      I try pulling my hand away again but I can’t get out of his grip, it’s too strong.

      “Who is Sherlock? I am Shidan,” he says, not letting my hand go.

      He stares, looking down at me from his much greater height. His stunning eyes are a rich yellow that looks like a star burst. Shidan is smaller than the other Zmaj but he’s still massive compared to me or pretty much any human. He’s close, too close, a hint of an exotic scent fills my nose. The red-blue tinge of his scales seems to deepen. The wings on his back rustle and his tail switches side to side, his mouth tightening into a hard line. My mouth goes dry and I wonder what his lips taste like.

      No! Push it aside. I will not kiss him. I’m not getting caught up in the alien baby fever Calista started. It’s fine for them but I can make it on my own. I’m not letting anyone close ever again.

      “I said it’s fine,” I reply, trying to tug my hand free.

      “Let me cleanse it,” he insists.

      He pulls me along, gentle but insistent, until we're at the pail of water Inga’s using as a cleaning tub. If I jerk my hand free, he’ll let me go. I know because he’s always doing things like this. Ever since he showed up outside the city’s protective dome with that other Zmaj, Astarot, and fought tooth and nail over me. I think that’s what pisses me off about them, they’re possessive as hell. It’s weird and while the other guy has moved on, Shidan makes sure he’s always close. I can’t turn around without bumping into him.

      It’s annoying, and cute, but more on the annoying side. I’m not caught up in the fever. I’ll tell myself that until it’s true.

      Shidan gently cleanses the scrape on my knuckles. He moves with deliberateness, pouring water over them then leaning in and inspecting. Apparently not satisfied he pours more water and inspects again before taking a clean towel and dabbing at the small wounds until they’re dry. His warm breath passes over my skin and my core clenches with the first stirrings of desire. Now I jerk my hand free of his grip.

      “I’m fine!” I yell in Common and he stares at me, confused. “I’m fine,” I repeat myself in Zmaj so he’ll understand.

      “Good,” he says.

      “Do you think we’ll be rescued?” Inga asks, giving me a welcome distraction.

      “No.”

      “Oh,” she says, her shoulders slumping.

      “Look,” I continue. “I know it’s the popular thing to hope for, and there’s the whole human first movement, or whatever stupid name they’ve come up with for their bigotry and xenophobia, but the fact is there's no one coming.”

      “How come?” she asks.

      “Well look,” I say. “We crashed almost eleven months ago. If a distress signal got out, which is doubtful, it has to reach Earth. Then Earth has to send a response team which will take more than our lifetime to arrive. We were the third generation on the ship that left Earth over one hundred years ago.”

      “Oh,” she says, overwhelm heavy in her voice.

      Way to go Amara. I hate feeling bad, especially when I’m telling the truth but what do I do now? I’m a pilot pretending to be an engineer. What do I know about comforting someone? There’s no crying in piloting! An empty ache in my stomach turns into knots. Walking over, I awkwardly hold my arms out. She steps into them and I pat her on the back letting her cry on my shoulder.

      “I’m sorry,” I say, making shushing noises and wishing desperately that Jolie or Calista were here.

      They would know how to help. I’m lost, holding her as she sobs. When I first met Inga she was about to be raped by those twice-damned pirates that ruined our world by wrecking our ship. We saved her from that, but she’s a delicate girl. I didn’t know her before, maybe she’s always been this way. She doesn’t deal with reality well, retreating into a protective shell.

      Shidan watches with his head tilted to one side. We were speaking common so he couldn’t have understood our conversation, but his empathy is apparent.

      “It’s fine,” Inga says, taking a shaky breath. “I’m fine. We should get to work, sorry.”

      She wipes at the tears and I step back. I don’t like being mean but I don’t know how to be any different. It always sounds fine in my head but when I say things someone always gets hurt. I’m socially inept and I end up in awkward situations like this.

      “You, uh, sure?” I ask Inga.

      “Yes,” she says, taking a deep breath. “I’m fine, promise. I was being silly I guess.”

      “No,” I say. “It’s not silly. You hope, that’s what makes you you. It’s a beautiful thing Inga. No matter what else, you have that. Don’t let go of that.”

      “Okay,” she smiles, her face clearing.

      “Good,” I say. “And who knows, maybe another big, sexy man will show up to sweep you off your feet.”

      She giggles, blushing hard. “You think?” she asks, her eyes darting to Shidan.

      “Sure, I mean, hell, look where we are!”

      “I guess that’s true,” she says.

      “It is.”

      “Thank you,” she says, laughing.

      “Um, okay, let’s get to work,” I say, a tingle of pride in myself at having turned the situation around.

      Going back to the motor, I remember to switch to Zmaj when I address Shidan, “You going to help or what?”

      “Of course, my lyutik,” he smiles. “What is it you wish?”

      “Grab that thingy over there and see if it turns or not,” I say, pointing at a part of the motor that looks like it should turn.

      Shidan does as I ask and we all focus on the work to hand. This is better.  Work I understand. It makes sense, work doesn’t have emotions or feelings or get upset about things. Shidan works hard, I’ll give him that. And he smells nice. There’s something exotic about his scent. Almost spicy, like dark chocolate. Hmm, chocolate, damn I miss chocolate.

      The most random thoughts lead back to what we’ve lost. Sure we’re surviving and I’m grateful for it, but I miss home. I miss the camaraderie of the flight deck. I miss my old life. Living on the generation ship while we flew to some new world to colonize it. Well, my great-great grandkids or something would’ve colonized it. I’m not even sure, never cared. I knew my life and worked hard to get where I was.

      Picking up what I think is a piston and scrubbing at the gunk on it, my mind drifts back to that first day on the flight deck.
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      I’m here. My dream, my one driving goal in life rests on this moment. I’ve done everything possible to get here, and I made it. No matter how many people said no, called me crazy, told me it couldn’t be done, I did it. Walking onto the flight deck, my heart pounds in my chest like the thrumming of a Stinger’s engines warming up. I can’t get a deep breath, my hands shake, and tingles run up and down my spine.

      The hangar is huge, forty feet to the ceiling where the cross beams criss-cross, supporting the floor above. Bright lights shine down, illuminating each of the beautiful, sleek fighters sitting in orderly rows. Mechanics run between each, servicing and making sure they’re all flight ready.

      The deck beneath my feet rumbles and yellow lights flash. Turning a circle, I look around in awe, trying to find the source.

      “Move, idiot!” a rough, male voice yells.

      The voice comes from a tall, dark-skinned man with slick, black hair who’s waving his arms and yelling. My cheeks burn hot when I realize he’s talking to me. I open my mouth to ask what or where when the rumbling beneath my feet increase and it hits me. I’m on a landing strip! Glancing over my shoulder, I see running lights that lead to an open bay door and the force shield that holds the vacuum of space at bay. A small dot moves closer, then I see blue flame behind it.

      Bursting into motion, I run towards the man who’s still yelling. The rumble is vibrating up through my feet making my knees ache. Reaching the yelling man he grabs my arm and jerks me forward. Behind me there’s a rush of air and the rumbling slows and stops.

      “The hell is wrong with you?” the man asks, not letting go of my arm and jerking me around to face him.

      I can’t help but notice the sergeant stripes on his shoulder.

      “Sorry sir,” I say, mouth so dry I can barely force words out.

      “Sir?” he barks. “I work for a living, Pilot!”

      “Yes, sergeant,” I say, abashed, but despite embarrassment pride swells my chest. He called me Pilot.

      “You are greener than anything I’ve ever seen,” he mutters. “Let me see your orders.”

      Holding my pad screen out, he takes it and swipes a finger across. He reads page after page of my orders and apparently my entire personnel file, and while he does, everyone on deck seems to stare at me. Whether that’s because of my ineptitude at standing at the end of a launch tube while a fighter was landing or because I’m the first woman they’ve ever seen in this area is unclear.

      “Stancher,” he mutters, glancing up at me then back down at the pad screen.

      “Yes, sergeant,” I agree, acknowledging my name because I don’t know what else to say.

      He shakes his head, bites his lower lip then looks at me again. “Of all the hair-brained ideas,” he says, looking me up and down with a critical eye. “You know you don’t belong here right?”

      “No sergeant,” I say, snapping to attention. “I do not.”

      “By all that’s holy, what the hell is wrong with you Pilot?”

      “Nothing, sergeant,” I snap. “I’m a Pilot. This is where I belong.”

      A snicker rises from the men behind him. His head swivels like a gun on a turret searching for a target. All the men behind him become very busy or do their best to appear so.

      “This ain’t no Battlestar Galactica, Stancher,” he snaps, attention fully back on me. “And you sure as hell ain’t no Starbuck.”

      “No sergeant,” I answer.

      “You earn your place.”

      “Yes, sergeant.”

      “Well enough, your scores are high but we’ll see how that translates in the big black won’t we? I don’t want to be scraping no damn Stancher off the side of my beautiful ship, do you understand me?”

      “Yes sergeant.”

      He nods then storms away without another word. Watching his retreat, my stomach twists and turns. Inhaling a slow, shaky breath, I move out of full standing at full attention. This isn’t the welcome I expected at all. Where’s the camaraderie among those who risk their lives every day to keep the ship safe from threats? Turning a slow circle, I’m lost and I’m alone. The first woman to make it past the rigorous training regime and graduate flight school. Now I’m here but there’s no welcoming committee.

      “Hey,” a man says, walking up and holding out his hand. “Welcome to the flight deck.”

      He has an easy, welcoming grin that lights up his tanned face. Taking his hand I shake it firmly and nod.

      “Thanks.”

      “Don’t worry about the Sarge,” he says, nodding his head back towards the sergeant’s retreating figure. “He’s always like that.”

      “I’m Draker, you must be Stancher,” he says crossing his arms over his chest.

      “Yeah,” I say. “Guess everyone heard the sergeant.”

      “Hell, we didn’t need his show to know who you are, your reputation proceeds you.”

      Three more guys walk up and join us, one of them is wearing flight leathers that creak as he approaches.

      “Who’s the grub trying to block my landing bare-handed?” the one in flight leathers asks.

      “This is Stancher,” Draker says.

      “No shit?” the other three say in unison.

      “Well, welcome to flight deck,” flight leathers says. “I’m Apollo but you can call me Ben.”

      Ben grins. Instantly I like him. Draker looks between the two of us then shakes his head.

      “This is Jackson, and that there is Tomas, he’s just an engineer, so nothing important,” Draker says, and I can’t tell if he’s serious or not.

      “Hey,” Tomas says.

      “Hi,” I greet them all. This is more like what I expected.

      “So is it true?” Ben asks, looking at me inquisitively.

      “Is what true?”

      “That you got a perfect score on the flight sim?”

      All four guys lean in like they’re expecting to hear some big secret. My cheeks burn and my mouth goes dry. Looking at the floor I shrug. Bragging gets you nowhere my mom used to say.

      “No way,” Tomas breathes.

      I shrug again then meet Ben’s eyes. Respect shines out of them.

      “You’re my new flight partner,” he says, grinning.

      “Hey,” Draker exclaims.

      “What?” Ben asks.

      The mood changes to tense fast but it doesn’t seem to bother Ben.

      “Come on Stancher,” he says, putting an arm around my shoulders. I stiffen at the unwelcome attention but he pulls me along. “We’re going to see the Lieutenant.”

      Glancing over my shoulder, Draker glares at the two of us as we walk away.
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      Snorting, I shake my head to clear it of memories. Being a female pilot, I had to work twice as hard, do twice as much as any of the guys to prove myself. Girls weren’t pilots, everyone knew that. That’s what they said. When I enlisted and applied, they tried every way in the world to keep me out. It didn’t matter because I was ready for that. I knew what I wanted and I would have it.

      Except it’s all gone. What I told Inga is true too. It’s over and I’ll never have it back. Now I’m a half-ass engineer working on alien technology I wouldn't understand even if I was a real engineer. If this was a Stinger, we’d all be in business. I always worked on my Stinger along with Tomas, the flight engineer assigned to my ship. If you want to know your ship, take it apart and put it back together. When you know every single nut and bolt then you know a ship, Tomas used to say. I agreed with him.

      But none of that translates to getting this city’s power grid working. That I’ve got it working at all is more of a miracle than I want everyone to know. They’re counting on me and I’m the best we’ve got. Which isn’t saying much.

      “Can you lift this?” I ask Shidan, pointing at the massive motor in front of me.

      “Of course,” he smiles, flexing his arms and rolling his shoulders.

      Rolling my eyes, I step back. He bends his knees and grabs the bottom side of the generator. Muscles ripple and flex as he straightens, giving only the slightest of grunts. Damn if he isn’t strong. And sexy. No, damn it, he’s not sexy, he’s an annoying alien who stares at me with fiery eyes that smolder too much to be puppy dog eyes.

      Stop it Amara! I’m no one’s treasure, and that’s all he wants. A Zmaj doesn’t understand how to treat a woman as an equal. I’ve seen it with my friends. Over-protective and jealous. He’s not for me. Besides, I know better than to let anyone else close.

      “Thanks,” I say, kneeling and reaching under to adjust the gauge I hope will increase the power output.

      “Of course my lyutik,” he replies.

      He always calls me that. I don't know what it means as it doesn’t seem to translate into Common. I’m sure it’s some misogynistic term meaning I’m his treasure or some crap. I’m not a flower, damn it.

      Once the gauge turns I slide clear. “Clear,” I say, and Shidan lowers the motor to the ground.

      His biceps flex and ripple as he does. He turns his head towards me, a grin on his face. I’m strangely aware of my heart beating, rapid, like it’s thrumming. No, no, no. Get it under control Amara, what the hell is wrong with you?

      “Why do you call me that?” I snap, desperate to distract myself.

      He tilts his head to one side. “What?” he asks, like he doesn’t have a clue.

      “Lyutik,” I repeat it slowly, the word strange on my tongue.

      He smiles and shrugs instead of answering.

      “Well quit it.”

      “As you wish.” Shidan grins again before turning his back on me.

      Inga chuckles from where she’s working and I sigh, climbing to my feet to inspect the machine. It’s still humming softly but the gauge I think shows the output hasn’t changed.

      “Damn it,” I mutter.

      “You will figure it out,” Shidan insists.

      “Sure,” I agree half-heartedly.

      I take a seat on an old crate and stare. Shidan stands to my left quietly watching. The sound of the motor’s humming and Inga cleaning parts is soothing. I let my eyes wander over the machines, hoping for inspiration.

      “I must go to my patrol,” Shidan says, breaking into my musing.

      “Oh, sure,” I say.

      Sverre spotted a ship full of space pirates a while back and we’ve kept regular patrols of the city perimeter since. The space pirates brought down our ship, and it turns out they’re slavers with a long, unfriendly history with the Zmaj. Definitely not the kind of people you invite over for dinner.

      “I will see you tomorrow,” he says, waving as he leaves.

      I watch him go and the room seems emptier without him in it.

      “You two should go on a date,” Inga says once he’s gone.

      “A date? Seriously? And do what? It’s not like we have any movies to go to or someplace to go out to dinner.”

      “That just means it cuts down on the in-between. Skip the boring and go straight to the good stuff,” she grins and I roll my eyes.

      “I don’t have alien baby fever,” I respond, and she laughs.

      Footsteps clang musically on the metal stairs leading to the sub-basement. Inga and I jump, turning towards the sound. Mei glides into view, moving in a hurry.

      “What’s up Mei?”

      “Calista’s in trouble, we need you,” she exhales.

      “What kind of trouble?” Inga asks before I can.

      “The baby.”

      Shit. Am I supposed to be a doctor now, too? The other two women look at me like a bunch of green pilots unsure how to fasten their safety harnesses.

      “All right, let’s go,” I order, rushing past Mei and leading the way up the stairs.

      I don’t know what I can do but I guess I’ll figure that out when I get there.
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      “No Shidan, you do not understand,” Sverre says.

      We’re walking the perimeter of the dome that covers and protects the city. The air is too cool for my taste but the humans do not deal well with the heat outside even after taking the life-giving epis plant. Their bodies aren’t designed for the climate of Tajss. The dome sparkles in the light of the double red suns and gives the view outside an odd hue. It’s pretty. I barely remember the domes that covered our cities before the devastation.

      “But why?” I ask.

      It’s so confusing. Amara is perfect, beautiful, all I want is to treasure her. Care for her forever but she rejects me at every turn. I do not understand these human females.

      Sverre sighs. “This I do not know,” he says, holding his hands up before him. “It is their nature. Perhaps it is because of their home world. The human females want to feel equal to their mate.”

      “This makes no sense!” I exclaim, my voice rising with frustration.

      Sverre hisses, a low, dangerous sound. My tail stiffens as instinct kicks in, preparing for him to attack. Sverre turns towards me and his wings shudder as he struggles. Red tints his eyes and the edges of his scales darken. His frown deepens, he’s bigger than I am, a much more experienced warrior, and my elder. I step back, giving deference but not dropping my guard. My scales itch and I hold my breath waiting.

      Sverre takes a deep breath then exhales a soft hiss. Shaking his head, he glares at me. “You should know better,” he says.

      “Apologies, Councilor.” I bow my head.

      “Accepted. The bijass is strong, we must be careful in our interactions. Do not press the others, many would not have hesitated so long to destroy you.”

      They would try, I think, but I smile and nod my agreement.

      There’s no reason to antagonize him. The bijass is strong and I feel it too. After the devastation, when there was but a handful of our race left and I among the youngest that survived, it started. Some kind of regression to our more primal instincts. It made us territorial and unable to trust each other. Our memories faded, becoming dim and distant. Life before the devastation isn't something I remember, but it doesn’t matter. What I remember of life before was not a life worth living. I had no mate, no one to share my joy with.

      All I’ve come through is the trials necessary to bring me to Amara. The call of her is a twisting in my core, an empty ache, a need to have her. She is my treasure. I knew it the first moment I saw her. We are meant to be together. Every fiber of my being calls to her.

      “Still,” I say, keeping my emotions under control. “It makes little sense. She is not my equal, she is far greater. A treasure to be worshiped. How can she not know this?”

      “I understand Shidan but they are not Zmaj,” he shakes his head. “Until you grasp that difference you will not gain understanding.”

      The confusion whirls in my soul like a black pit left behind by the zemlja, one of the great sand worm that tunnel their way beneath the surface of Tajss.

      “These females are too complex!” I shout at nothing and no one.

      Sverre nods his agreement. “But,” he holds up a finger and his tail sways faster. “That makes them a worthy treasure. Would you want a treasure you did not have to earn?”

      I think about that as we walk. His words are true and wise. As they should be, he’s an Elder and a Councilor. Amara awakens something deep inside me I cannot put into words. Thoughts, feelings, and a longing need. She is perfect, amazing, the lines of her jaw are strong and imperious. The other females wear the fur on their heads longer but not my Amara. She keeps hers cut short, close to her head. There’s a practicality to this I’m sure, but it makes her beautiful, letting the lines of her face and neck shine without distraction.

      “I’m sure you are right,” I say.

      “I am,” he agrees. “You are young. Did you ever have a mate?”

      “No, I did not.”

      “I see,” he says. “So the desires are new to you.”

      “I knew about them!” I say, defensively.

      “Ah, yes you did, but after the devastation everything changed. The desires, our instinct to have and protect a mate, are stronger and harder to resist.”

      “Yes,” I agree.

      This I know well. The drive to be near her, to protect her is all-consuming. Her resistance does nothing to abate it. No matter how she acts I must be near her. It’s the only thing that calms the need. Even now, being away from her makes my scales itch like something deep inside my brain I can’t reach. I can’t stop it. Part of my thoughts are on her, always. It’s strange, wonderful, and distracting all at the same time.

      Something flashes in the distance. I notice but wouldn’t have given it a second thought if Sverre did not stop and turn. His second lids shut, filtering the light, but even so he shields his eyes with his hands. Jerked out of my own thoughts, my scales tingle, alert as my senses go into overdrive. Danger? My stomach tightens as anger flashes red hot, ready to destroy anything or anyone that would dare to threaten Amara, my lyutik.

      “Is it…” I don’t finish the thought.

      It’s unnecessary to say the word. We don’t patrol the city perimeter for entertainment. The dome is more than sufficient to keep out natural threats but we have to worry about Zzlo. Zzlo are slavers. When I was a child, they were the monster that parents used to scare children. They would get any petulant Zmaj child to go to bed or behave with the threat they would steal you away and sell you off-world. I’ve never seen one myself, but Sverre ran across them recently.

      Fantasies come to life. Before the devastation there were always rumors of them having kidnapped workers. It might have been true too. They never came near the cities though and that’s where I grew up. It was always some outpost or a group of gatherers getting epis who didn’t come back.

      Now we are not prepared to fight them if they come in force. Listening to Amara talk, I can guess that the Zzlo were the ones who attacked her ship. I guess I should be grateful to them for bringing her but they are undeserving. They will get nothing from me but death.

      “No,” Sverre says at last and I feel him relax. “How is the work coming to bring the power up to full status?”

      “Good,” I lie. Amara is doing the best she can. There is no point in creating more stress for her.

      “Good, we need to bring the defenses on line,” he mutters as we resume our patrol.

      “We should find them and attack them.”

      “And what good would that do?”

      “Surprise, if we surprise them then we can drive them off our planet.”

      “Yes,” he nods. “That would work perhaps for this crew of them. What about the next?”
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