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      Sometimes your greatest fears bring you where you need to be, no matter how hard the road is.

      

      Victoria

      

      I was stupid. Scared and stupid when I followed the racist leader of the anti-Zmaj into the desert. We were exiled from the rest of the human survivors but hey, at least I was getting away from the huge and intimidating, dragon-like Zmaj warriors. A plus right?

      

      Then I was kidnapped by alien space pirates, stolen from the planet and forced to be their slave. Now I'm scared and alone, but I'm surviving. Somehow. I would never in a million years have imagined missing the desert hell-hole Tajss, the ruined planet that became humanity's home after our generation ship crashed. But I do miss it.

      

      When the pirates finally return to Tajss, a hint of the one thing I've denied myself blossoms. Hope. There are other humans here. Others like me. Could I escape?

      

      Before I can act on the idea I'm kidnapped. Again.

      

      This time it's not the creepy space pirates. No, it's worse. This time it's one of the primitive, domineering alien-dragons. He's massive and scarier than any pirate. He steals me from them and makes off into the desert with me.

      

      I'm scared and confused to discover that the man I thought was a brutish alien is actually confident and kind. The way the light shimmers on his scales is utterly fascinating and he's dedicated to taking care of me. The longer I’m with him the less I'm worried about surviving. Now I have to worry about losing my heart to a Zmaj.

      

      Lothor

      

      The moment I see her my inner dragon decides. She's perfect and she has to be mine.

      

      I've been alone for so long. I don't know how to talk to her, I don't understand her language, and I barely remember my own. I haven't spoken to another in longer than I can remember.

      

      Somehow I have to make her understand that I'm not dangerous. I'm her protector. I'll stand for her against every enemy. I'll care for her and even though I can't speak to her, my actions will win her over. In time. As long as I can carve out enough of it and defeat every threat that fate has in store for us.

      

      She'll learn to love me, eventually, because she is the one. The one I'm fated to find, the one my dragon has claimed. My treasure.
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      The inescapable, oily and repugnant stench from the cooking pot isn’t causing the moisture tracking down my cheek. I thought I’d run out of tears a long time ago.

      The kitchen is cramped and tiny, with no real ventilation apart from a struggling fan that moves the smoke and air around. It seems fitting for the gray, depressing room I spend a most of my time in. Though “room” might be too generous of a word for the narrow hallway with a stove and oven on one side, a sink on the other, and some shelving and cabinetry. It’s all beat up, scratched, and dented metal that has clearly been through a lot. Even the floor is a metal grate that I can see right through to one of the corridors below.

      I draw the scrap of blanket I took off the bed closer around my shoulders, the nearest thing I have to outerwear to combat the constant chill in the air. I never thought that I’d ever find myself wishing for the scorching heat of the Tajss desert, but I find myself dreaming about the hot suns and the resulting high temperature more and more.

      How the tides have turned.

      I eye the soupy liquid in the pot and decide it looks done—or done enough. I don’t know what the meat is they brought me to work with, but I try not to think too hard about that anymore. Whether it has six legs or twenty-five, it’s what we have to eat. Being ferried around the universe in this ship as maid and cook means I’ve seen a large variety of prey animals, or at least animals that were killable.

      I don’t know if that’s really the same thing.

      I’ve tasted things at this point that I’m sure wouldn’t be eaten by the natives of the planets. There was a particularly bony, slimy aquatic animal that left me with a variety of scratches and tiny puncture wounds when I worked to prepare it. And we only got a few bites each of the oddly spicy flesh at the end of all that work.

      Then there was the harshly bitter taste of the bright blue worm-like creature from a planet where everything seemed to be that odd blue color. Even the Zzlo, who seemed capable of eating just about anything, had had to work to get that stuff down. You’d think they’d be a better judge of what was edible in these places after traveling so much, but there you go.

      Setting the long-handled spoon down, I grab a smaller spoon and dip it into the broth. Blowing on it to cool it down, I steel myself as I carefully take a sip, not knowing what to expect. This particular creature had come to me with too many eyes to count. I’d had to look away as I cleaned it up and skinned it, feeling like it was watching me the whole time.

      Huh, not bad.

      I take another careful sip. At least it tastes like meat and not a noxious substance that we shouldn’t be digesting. Damn, my bar has really been lowered.

      Shrugging and judging it good enough, I reach up and pull out the large bowl I use to serve stew of any kind. There really isn’t a lot I can do to make it taste better since I don’t have a lot to work with when it comes to meal prep.

      The Zzlo don’t have much appreciation for seasoning beyond a gray, powdery substance that’s vaguely salty. Maybe it’s for the best. I was never a cook before so at least there isn’t much I can do to mess things up given the limited range of options.

      “Ugh-rk.” An impatient grunt startles me and I jerk, spilling stew on the counter.

      My stomach clenches and for an instant I’m blinded by fear. Glancing over my shoulder I see it’s the Zzlo in charge, based on his size and the slight variations in his space leathers. Even after all this time I can’t tell all of them apart by their faces, but that might be because I try not to look them in the eyes if I can avoid it. They scare the hell out of me, still.

      Their orange-tinted skin has a leathery, worn look to it, matching their outfits in an odd way, but that isn’t the worst part. Their mouths are filled with sharp teeth, no molars that I can see. Clearly, any kind of vegetation is not in their diet plan. I’m tired of eating only meat, but even if I could communicate with them, I wouldn’t make demands.

      My strategy since my capture has been to keep my head down and make myself useful. It took some time, but it’s worked. They don’t usually pay me much attention anymore except when they need me to cook and clean.

      Which is fine. The less attention I get the better. It’s one hell of a lot better than when they first took me and I was kept chained to a wall.

      Apart from those crazy teeth, they have two spiky protrusions coming out on either side of their mouths. I stare at those to have something to look at that isn’t their eyes. I’d stare at the tops of their heads, but there’s nothing to anchor my gaze on, only a bald head. Their dreadlocks—or tentacles, I’m still not sure which they are—ring the backs and sides of their heads with metallic bands decorating the lengths of each lock. I avoid those too because sometimes they seem to move as if they’re alive. It’s creepy and makes my skin crawl.

      The Chief, as I think of him, says something else completely unintelligible and takes a menacing step forward, his hand going to the ever-present club holstered at his hip.

      Flinching, my adrenaline spikes and my heart pounds in my ears. I wipe at the mess rapidly and then pour the stew, but my hands are shaking so hard I spill more.

      “I’m coming,” I say, my voice barely a whisper past my dry throat as I try to move quicker.

      Setting the pot down, I grab the serving spoon, set it in the bowl, pick up the heavy bowl, and turn toward the door. He’s still standing there, menacing. I’m frozen in place, trying to will myself to move, but my body isn’t responding.

      Swallowing, I keep my eyes down, staring at the Chief’s beat-up boots as I force myself to walk, acutely aware that he’s blocking the only way out. He doesn’t move until I’m almost upon him, my eyes glued to his hand hovering over his club. One tentative step at a time. I can’t stop—it’ll be worse if I do—but each step is terrifying. I’m trembling and trying not to spill the stew. When I reach him he finally moves enough to let me pass.

      Mind games.

      I’ve learned to spot them, but that hasn’t made them any less effective. I can never forget that they can do whatever they want to me and there’s nothing I can do about it. No one is going to step in, that’s been made quite clear.

      I’ve been dealt a glancing blow a few times since they let me out of my chains. None that were meant to cause real harm, but more as a warning and a reminder.

      Stay in line. Obey.

      I’m sure the only reason the Chief doesn’t give me a shove right now is because I’m holding the food. The tingle of his attention on the back of my head as I pass makes the hair on my neck stand on end. Fear spikes with each reverberation of his heavy footsteps behind as he follows me down the narrow hall that is lined with exposed pipes and electrical panels.

      I focus on the familiar corridor and try to ignore my body telling me an imminent threat is behind me. Primal instinct, fight or flight, but there’s nowhere to fly to and I can’t fight.

      I know that, so I stare at the dull, old metal of the hall. I wonder if the ship started off shiny and new or if the design, such as it is, is more a result of scavenged parts than anything intentional. This ship clearly wasn’t built for comfort or aesthetics. It’s as hard and ugly as its inhabitants.

      I turn left at the correct doorway, running on automatic, accustomed to the walk from the kitchen to the small mess hall. A ripple of reaction goes through the assembled group of ten waiting Zzlo and they growl words that I don’t need to understand in order to get the gist of the mood.

      It’s always the same. No matter how quickly I cook, it isn’t fast enough for them.

      I set the large bowl down on the long, metal table—more than ninety percent of this place is some kind of old, worn metal—shaking my arms out after I let go of the heavy weight.

      If nothing else, cooking for them is a great workout. My arms are stronger than I ever remember them being. As soon as I set the bowl down, one of them grabs the ladle and the others jostle and push, trying to be first. Stew spills all over the table but they don’t care. That’s my problem, not theirs.

      The Chief steps forward and knocks aside a couple of his enthusiastic underlings. One of them growls and raises a closed fist. The Chief slams him across the head with the ladle so fast I don’t see him move. The underling stumbles back into two others who push him to one side, letting him drop to the floor. The others laugh at their compatriot’s misfortune.

      I use the distraction to get the heck out, moving on silent, quick feet. Now I’ll have some time to myself while they focus on their bellies.

      Back in the kitchen, I pull out the small bowl and spoon I have set aside for myself and pour the rest of the stew from the pot into it. The first few times, I made the mistake of assuming I’d be able to get some from the communal bowl. There hadn’t been any left by the time I’d had a chance to get to it, so now I keep some back.

      I lean against the counter and eat quickly, listening to the sounds of slurping and conversation from the mess hall. I’m going to have to clean up as soon as they’re done or someone will find me and herd me along to do so. That herding comes along with more than a few cuffs I’d as soon avoid, so I listen for them to be done.

      As soon as I don’t hear the loud chewing anymore—none of them seem to have ever learned that eating with their mouths open is impolite—I straighten from against the counter and hurry down the hall to the other room.

      They lounge about, talking to each other in that odd foreign tongue that I’m no closer to understanding than when I first got here. The sounds are just too different, the intonation harsh on the ears, but I can understand body language and tone just fine.

      I try to be as unobtrusive as possible while I grab the large bowl to take back to the kitchen, scurrying away with my head ducked. Grabbing a crude tray from the kitchen to lessen the trips I have to make, I hurry back to grab the used bowls and spoons. Stacking them, I do a quick survey of the table and the floor.

      I stifle a sigh.

      As usual, there’s food everywhere. How hard can it be to get it into their mouths rather than dropping it damn near everywhere? At least the floor in here doesn’t have holes like the kitchen does but where the stove and sink are. Probably for this reason.

      I head out with the bowls, setting them down directly in the sink and getting the water going to wash them. Washing dishes isn’t fun, but I don’t really mind it much. I can let my mind wander while I do it. A small reprieve from life.

      Though my thoughts aren’t restful. When I don’t have other things to focus on, my mind inevitably makes its way back to Tajss. Back to the desert planet that our ship crashed on. Back to the sequence of events that led to my capture. Led to our capture, but Noelle and Albert were sold off what seems like ages ago.

      I frown, scrubbing a bowl. How long has it been since I was taken? There isn’t a lot here to mark time with, especially while we’re in space. Time seems to blend into one long day after another—a gray blur kind of reminiscent of this place or of my life now.

      I set the bowl on the rack and attack the next one. Did I make the right choices? Was I stupid to follow Gershom? I bite my lip at the familiar train of thought. I’ve gone over things so many times that I don’t even know anymore.

      The natives on Tajss, the Zmaj males, were big, powerful men. Bigger and stronger than anyone I’d ever encountered before, even my father.

      My muscles lock for an instant as I take a ragged breath and push aside thoughts of him. He’s gone; he doesn’t matter anymore. He can’t hurt me, not anymore.

      The Zmaj were much more powerful than he ever was, and he was able to do so much damage. How much could a Zmaj male do if he wanted to? If he turned on us?

      That thought alone terrified me. What if? None of us could have stood up to even one of them. If one of them got mad? If he decided he was tired of the humans…

      So I threw my lot in with Gershom and the rest of his people. It wasn’t because of the xenophobic rhetoric they spewed, or their reactionary desire to stay “pure” and human. No, I never bought into that line. I did it because I thought it would be safer not to allow the Zmaj into our lives.

      They could do whatever they wanted, and we wouldn’t be able to stop them. Or so it seemed at the time. Ironically, I probably wouldn’t be here if I had chosen differently. My decision led to being exiled from the City, pushed out by Rosalind and her faction along with the rest of us who were following Gershom at the time.

      They offered to let any of us stay, but no, I let my fear rule me. Even then I had an inkling of trepidation, but the fear kept me with Gershom. The dragon men never showed violence toward us, but they were just so big. So… intimidating.

      How could I ever live among them without fear? It didn’t seem possible.

      I yelp and jump when another bowl clatters into the sink, clutching my grubby shirt with wet hands. The Zzlo barks something, gesturing at the bowl pointedly, before turning on his heel and walking away.

      I swallow, taking a deep breath and attempt to slow my heart rate. My hands shake as I pick up the bowl. The irony of where I’ve ended up isn’t lost on me. I don’t know what would have happened if we’d accepted the Zmaj, but I do know what happened while our group was taking shelter in the wreckage of the Generation ship after we were exiled.

      Noelle, Albert, and I were making a routine run to gather supplies, vigilant about the area around us, but familiar with it as well. Realistically, we could have been more careful and it wouldn’t have helped anyway. We were no match for the Zzlo, just as we were no match for the Zmaj.

      When we saw them we ran, but we were too far out to reach help. I remember screaming when one of them caught me and dragged me by my hair, tying me up and gagging me, but it was no use. I watched them do the same with Albert and Noelle too. We struggled but to no avail.

      They quickly tired of our struggling and I saw Albert go limp after being clubbed almost gently over the head. So I stopped struggling and went along meekly. Perhaps that’s why they decided to keep me when they later sold the other two to some even creepier-looking aliens.

      For the better?

      I don’t know. I’m a slave same as they are wherever they ended up. As the days blend into each other, hope is fading. I may not have much left soon. At which point...

      I shake my head, pushing aside the dark thoughts that sometimes consume me. After finishing cleaning the last bowl, I head to the mess hall with damp rags to clean it up too.

      I have to hold on to that dim glimmer of hope if I want to survive. Even if it doesn’t make sense. I will get out of here somehow. There is no other option. I will get out of here.

      I keep saying that to myself while I clean the table, the benches, the floor. God, why are they so damn messy! It’s a pig sty. Finishing the mess hall, I go and clean up the trash that accumulates around their stations in the control room. Then I hold my breath while cleaning the disgusting bathroom facilities that never stay clean for more than a few hours before those animals come back in to use them.

      I will escape. I will get out of here.

      I hold on to my mantra all the way through my own shower, which I take with my clothes on, more to wash them than for protection. They don’t bother me much for the most part anymore. I’m no sport for them. They just want me to work.

      Squeezing the water out of my clothes, I trudge to the tiny closet that serves as my quarters. There’s enough room for a cot and a small stool. Not that I need storage space because I don’t have anything to store.

      Stripping my clothes off, I pull on my only other set of clothes, a shirt and pants I had in my pack with me when I was taken. I sit down on the hard bed and pull my fingers through my hair in lieu of a comb.

      The ship shakes so hard I bounce up and down and I grab the cot. It isn’t much, but it’s at least bolted to the floor. While I’m not. I frown as the shaking intensifies before easing off. I know what that shaking means.

      We’ve pushed through some planet’s atmosphere. I wonder what animal they’re going to hunt this time. I get up to go out into the hall because there aren’t any viewing windows around my quarters. A small spark of hope flickers as I walk, but I immediately quash it.

      I’ve been through the sharp rise and drop of that roller coaster too many times, and we haven’t been to the same planet twice yet. I reach the small window in a dim corner of the ship, away from the usual activity. Though it isn’t so dim now, with warm light flooding in through the glass rather than the coldness of space. At least it looks sunny.

      I squint at the brightness after too much dim light for so long. I blink, wiping at my watering eyes, and try to make out shapes as the land below slowly comes into focus.

      Red and white striated sand. A lot of it.

      I frown, pressing closer to the glass and my heart skips a beat. A small pool of water with familiarly odd-shaped trees around it.

      It can’t be.

      Can it?

      No, no it can’t be… then I spot a familiar metallic glint in the distance.

      A city. A city with a familiar skyline. Almost too afraid to look, I angle myself and search the sky. I might not have the right viewpoint to know for sure, but… two suns.

      Two.

      My grip on the small ledge of the window tightens until my knuckles turn white. It’s a struggle to stay upright; my knees are weak and I’m lightheaded.

      Tajss.

      We’re landing on Tajss.
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      I move slowly, carefully ensuring my movements are smooth and close to the sand. I’ve been following the guster pack since early morning, waiting for the right time to strike. One guster I can kill; a pack of gusters at once and I’ll be the prey.

      One of the large creatures swings its head in my direction, opening its mouth to display the razor-sharp teeth that fill it and I freeze in place. If it alerts the rest of the pack now I’m in trouble.

      It turns its head away from me and from the rest of the pack. It takes a few large steps forward, its wide webbed feet helping it almost glide across the sand rather than sinking in as a beast of its size would otherwise.

      Interesting.

      Perhaps it needs a nudge, a reason to stray farther from the safety of its pack. Keeping my eyes on it, I slide back down the dune until I lose sight of it, but this shouldn’t take long. I saw a grouping of rocks not far away that should be sufficient.

      Reaching the grouping, I find a rock large enough to hopefully draw the guster’s attention, but small enough not to draw the entire pack’s. Then I climb back up the dune, still staying low. The curious guster is exactly where I left it.

      A little separated from the pack, but not yet far enough to risk a direct attack. Gauging the best place to throw, I aim at a narrow passage between two dunes, out of sight of the others. Pulling my arm back, I throw the rock. I don’t use much force, not wanting to draw too much attention.

      The rock hits in that narrow passage and the guster’s head jerks toward the small sound, its eyes narrowing. Come. Come investigate the sound.

      It lumbers forward, the hulking mounts across its back swaying, the hard spines sprouting at various points along its thick hide shifting with each movement. Those hard spikes help ward off predators and certainly wouldn’t be a pleasant mouthful. Though gusters don’t need that protection—there are no predators on Tajss that would hunt them in any case, except the zemlja. Nothing the guster can do will protect its life from one of them.

      I check on the rest of the pack and see that they continue to mill about, not bothering with the one moving away. Good.

      I move along with the guster as it gets farther away from the pack, its head swinging back and forth as it attempts to find the source of the small sound. I draw closer, but I have to move silently. I have to kill it quietly. If it lets out the odd hissing howl of its kind, it will alert the others and they may come investigate.

      So I follow, biding my time, hoping it continues to increase the distance between itself and the rest. It slows before I would like it to. I inch closer, continuing to travel parallel next to its path. It stops, hesitating.

      Did it hear me? Is it planning to turn back?

      Its large body shifts to the side, clearly planning to turn around. It will see me as soon as it does. Throwing stealth to the side, I spread my wings and leap from the top of the dune, above and to the left of the creature.

      Swinging my lochaber, I point the blade down. I should have enough force to crack through its skull if I hit it in the right⁠—

      The guster looks up at exactly the wrong time, letting out a huff of breath as it pulls back abruptly. I adjust course in the air, but I miss the kill. There is no time to worry over it.

      Before my feet touch the sand, the guster lunges forward, hissing, its mouth open wide, ready to take a bite out of me. Swinging the lochaber around, I land a blow on its face with the shaft, startling it and giving me enough time to leap back in the air.

      I spread my wings wide, flapping to hold onto the slight drafts of wind. Gliding up and over I jump onto its back. It bucks, attempting to get me off, and then it lets out that howling hiss that I know carries over the land.

      Are we far enough away for it not to matter? I don’t know, but there is no help for it now.

      Dropping down to straddle its neck, I squeeze with my thighs, trying to hold on while I reach for my knife. I’m too close for the lochaber to be an effective weapon.

      Making a calculated decision, I toss the lochaber aside and grip the hilt of my knife in both hands. I need to end this sound now. Gritting my teeth, I barely hold on as it bucks once more.

      When it hits the ground again, I strike, letting out a harsh grunt, sinking all my strength into that one blow directed at the base of its skull. I feel and hear the distinctive crunch of bone.

      The guster’s cries turn to squeals of pain, but I didn’t penetrate deep enough. I hold onto the handle as it maneuvers, turning in a frenzy underneath me. I barely stay on. Tightening my legs even more, I hold onto the neck with a viselike grip with one hand and the knife hilt with the other.

      Clenching my jaw, I try to get a better grip on the hilt of the knife, the hot blood spilling around it making it hard. It bucks again and I slip, my legs sliding along its leathery skin. Digging my heels in I catch on its ribs and barely keep from losing my seat. There’s the briefest point where my backside is in full contact with the beast’s spine.

      There.

      Snarling, I shove down with all my strength, my arms and shoulder straining. The skull gives way reluctantly under the pressure, the knife sinking in another finger-width. The beast bucks again, wildly, with the primal knowledge of death looming.

      I stay upon it, sinking every bit of strength I have in the next shove down. The hole I’ve made widens enough that the blade sinks in to the hilt, buried in the soft matter just beyond and the beast goes still underneath me.

      Letting go of the knife, I leap to the side as it topples to the ground, the spark of life fading from its eyes. It huffs once then lets out a long exhale that sounds like a wheeze. I pick up my lochaber, attempting to catch my breath as I race up to the top of one of the rocky dunes.

      That was not the quiet hunt I had intended. Burying myself halfway in the sand for cover, I go still and wait. If the guster’s death cries were enough to summon the rest of the pack, I’ll know soon enough.

      I watch the path, waiting.

      My breath is easing when the sand trembles around me. The tremble is from footsteps. Heavy ones. Then I hear the distinctive howl-hiss of gusters. It’s no surprise when they fill the path below.

      I watch as they find their fallen pack mate, circle the body, and sniff the area. Their sharp eyes are searching, but they don’t find an easy target. They mill around the body for a period, but eventually they turn around and go back, tracing the same path. Deciding to leave their dead and move on.

      When they leave, I follow for long enough to ensure they do not intend to turn back. Satisfied, I return to the fruit of my hunt.

      Pulling my knife out from where it is still lodged in the skull, I make quick work of carving the meat off the carcass. Guster meat is good to eat and the beast yields enough for me to cook now and dry for later. I won’t waste it.

      I fill my pack and another bag I brought along for the purpose, shouldering both, then clean my knife with the desert sand and return it to its sheath. Gripping the lochaber, I turn toward home.

      I followed the pack of gusters for some time, but they didn’t travel all that far, thankfully. Their path was more a wandering one, with no real destination in mind. The result is I find myself reaching the rocky cliffs riddled with various caves before the suns fully set.

      Climbing up the path not easily discernible at a glance, I stop in front of the cave I have made into my home. It’s toward the top of this grouping of rocks, situated in such a way that it gives me a good vantage point to scan the area and defend it from attack.

      The tough hardened leather I stretched over the wooden frame to make the door blends well with the red-toned, striated rock around it, a deliberate choice that provides extra security. I avoid drawing unnecessary attention at every point I can.

      Prevention is a better strategy than any other preparation for a battle. There’s a soft mewling before I even open the door. Smiling, I swing it open and step inside, crouching down to slide my hand over soft fur.

      “My apologies for being gone so long,” I murmur to Sree.

      She mewls again, rubbing herself against me, her bright blue eyes only slightly admonishing. If she decides she wants to leave, she can fit her small, compact body through the space under the door. I am under no illusion that I can or should contain her. Sometimes I feel as though I’m her pet rather than the reverse.

      She can fend for herself as well or better than I can. Her body is small but strong, her yellow fur tinged with red and sporting dark stripes to help her blend into the desert. Her wings allow her to glide across the sand just as mine do, her fluffy, long tail aiding in balance. Again, like mine.

      Greeting finished, she steps away, yawning widely to reveal a small pink tongue and tiny sharp teeth suited to the small prey she prefers. She moves curiously over to my pack, her body moving sinuously as she smells the meat.

      “Yes. We shall feast tonight,” I agree, standing to unload my packs.

      I take out a sizable chunk of meat and set it down in her dish. She prances over eagerly, digging into the meal with a delicate greed.

      Sree seen to, I start a fire in the pit lined with rocks just outside the door. Separating the meat, I place some on a spit over the fire to cook, but I place others farther away to dry and preserve. That immediate chore seen to, I clean up and return to the cave, waiting for the meat to cook.

      The sunlight reflects the shelf to my right, catching my eye. Though I’m always aware of the shelf and its contents to some degree, I don’t let my thoughts dwell on it. I step over to it and pick up a small mirror. The handle of the mirror is cool in my hands. It’s well made and there is a delicate design etched into the handle.

      The glass is cracked, but I don’t have the urge to discard it or the other artifacts I keep on this particular shelf. A hair clip that lost its shine some time ago. A smooth, white ribbon. A dim memory stirs, a flash of laughing eyes, softness... and then the emotions lash at me.

      I am unworthy. Lost. Alone.

      My hand tightens on the mirror. I don’t remember why these objects stir my thoughts, but I know I cannot bear to part with these things. So I keep them, touching them even though they hurt me. Apart from Sree, these dim memories and the confusing feelings are the only companions I have left.

      Alone. Yes. I am that.

      Sometimes I feel as though I’m drowning in the solitude, the weight of it a burden that is becoming more and more difficult to carry as of late. An odd whistling sound penetrates my thoughts. I frown, setting the mirror down carefully, glancing toward the door.

      The sound grows from a whistling to almost a roar, but not one that is coming from the throat of a creature. Sree hisses, running to hide under the table, her fur standing on end. There’s a loud boom that causes me to flinch and cover my ears. The ground trembles beneath my feet, the mirror and other objects rattling on the shelf. It grows louder and louder then⁠—

      Silence.

      Pulse beating hard in my ears, I lower my hands. There is no mistaking that sound followed by the ground itself shaking, absorbing impact. I pick up my lochaber and step out of the cave.
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      My heart is pounding when I hear the vacuum seal break around the door. The hissing sound is too loud in my heightened state. Bright sunlight streams in as the door swings open and I close my eyes, raising a forearm to shield me from the bright light.

      The Zzlo in front step out as soon as the door opens, shoving at each other to get in front. When I don’t step forward right away, one of them shoves me hard, grunting and gesturing outside. Swallowing, I take a tentative step, then another.

      The ramp shakes a little under my feet and I’m disoriented as my eyes struggle to adjust to the light. It’s warm. God, I forgot how warm it was here.

      I sigh, tilting my face up to absorb the warmth. I know I’ll probably feel too hot soon enough, but the heat is a welcome reprieve from the coldness of the ship. The sunlight feels so good on my skin.

      I yelp as I’m pushed forward, causing me to stumble out onto the sand. It’s soft and giving under my feet, making it difficult to find purchase after growing so accustomed to the metal on the ship. I fall down, but the sand absorbs the impact. I’m not hurt and the warm sand feels nice.

      I glance at the Zzlo, but it doesn’t seem like they’re paying a whole lot of attention to me. Apparently they’ve decided all this new space is excellent for beating each other up. I shake my head, getting to my feet while I watch them shove each other hard and cuff one another with closed fists.

      One of them tackles another and they roll across the ground, grunting and fighting for the upper hand while the others cheer them on. One of the ones cheering trips and accidentally takes the one next to him down in the fall, and then they’re right at it with the others.

      I roll my eyes, turning away. They look busy, but I’m not fooled. I know they’re keeping an eye on me. They’re certain I’m too docile to run and too weak to survive in any case. I feel like a pet allowed to go for a sanctioned walk. Which I guess is basically what I am. It burns, but not enough for me to sulk and not take advantage of this reprieve.

      I take a deep breath of the fresh air and walk, my feet sinking into the soft sand with every step. There isn’t a whole heck of a lot to see. Miles of red sand punctuated with some rocks and a reddish sky with two suns, but it’s more than I’ve seen for a while. And it’s Tajss.

      Tajss.

      Where I know there are more humans. Not that that’s likely to help me. Even if someone noticed the ship entering the atmosphere, why would they come out here seeking trouble? Sighing, I push that depressing thought away and continue to trudge through the sand. I make sure not to wander too far and keep scanning the area, well aware of all the crazy animals here. This place is harsh and the wildlife here reflects it. It’s teeming with ferocious predators.

      I scan the empty horizon. Okay, maybe teeming isn’t the right word, but it definitely has its fair share of things with sharp claws and teeth that would see me as a tasty, soft snack.

      It might be sad and pathetic that I feel safer with the Zzlo than I do alone out here, but I know my limits. I stop moving forward as I crest a rise and turn back to look at the roughhousing aliens. They’re still clearly enjoying themselves, fully occupied with their mock fighting.

      Biting my lip, I look around. Maybe this is far enough away...

      Turning, I circle the ship, not moving farther away and making sure I stay within sight of my captors. I wish there were an oasis nearby. A wash in warm water sounds amaz⁠—

      Something bursts out of the sand to my right and I scream, jumping back, flailing my arms as I stumble. There’s a flash of focused gray eyes set in a chiseled, tanned face framed with dark, wavy hair. Leathery wings. A tail, with yellow scales edged in orange glinting in the light.

      A Zmaj!

      Cold ice forms in my stomach, the hair on my arms stands on end, and I’m frozen in place. I try to step back, to get away from the seven-foot-tall, muscled warrior, but my body betrays me, refusing to respond.

      He grabs me around the waist and throws me over his shoulder like a rucksack.

      “No! Let me go!” I scream, scratching at his arm, beating his back and shoulders with my fists.

      He tightens his hold, flares his wings, and leaps away, ignoring my pitiful attempts to escape. The Zzlo shout behind us over my screams, but the Zmaj bounds away, using his leathery wings to glide across the desert, his feet barely touching the sand.

      I beat on him and scream, but I don’t think he even notices. Once again, I’m too weak to defend myself and someone has decided to take advantage of that fact.
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      I adjust my grip on the squirming female, attempting to contain her without hurting her. I can’t do anything about her high-pitched screaming, so I ignore it for now. There is no doubt the Zzlo have heard her anyway. The best I can do is travel as quickly as possible and gain as much distance from the site of their ship’s landing as I can.

      The Zzlo aren’t native to Tajss, so they have a difficult time giving chase, their heavy bodies sinking into the sand with each step. I skim over it, my wings lightening my weight so I can glide across the desert.

      Slowly but surely the sound of their grunts grows distant as the gap between us and our pursuers widens. The female keeps hitting me with her tiny fists and she struggles in my arms, but I ignore the blows, focusing on speed.

      I adjust her again, changing my grip to better control her struggling form. Her light, soft weight stirs something inside me. I don’t know why I took the female. It doesn’t make any sense to risk myself because of it, and it is a risk.

      I didn’t calculate anything while watching her slowly approach as she wandered the sand, her gaze returning periodically to her captors. She was so small, her shoulders hunched, her long, shining brown hair covering part of her face.

      Hiding.

      She was hiding behind it while she walked around, hesitant and fearful. I knew where the Zzlo were, their loud grunts and the sound of their wrestling matches easy to pinpoint without looking. That was on the periphery, almost incidental while I watched this soft creature approach. Her bright blue eyes looked worried as she moved, carefully staying within sight of the ship and her captors.

      She’s alien, strange, no scales. No tail or wings. An unknown species to me, but something about her fear-tinged face and her cautious steps awakened a sharp and primal need to protect her.

      Save her.

      She clearly didn’t want to leave the slavers’ sight, but I needed to save her anyway. I wasn’t thinking rationally. When she ventured close to my position, instinct took over. I couldn’t stop myself from reacting.

      Her screams were jarring but not unexpected, her weight even more negligible than I expected. And the softness of her body struggling against me, her scent, the way she moved against me. I registered all of it while turning to run with her clutched to me.

      But now that I have her, I’m at a loss.

      What do I do with her? The Zzlo will come looking for her. I’ve made myself a target too, so they’ll come looking for me also, most likely to sell me. I know Zmaj warriors can be sold for a good profit. They’ll want that profit if they can manage it.

      Continuing to move, I ensure I step down only as much as necessary, leaving as minimal a trail as I can for the Zzlo to follow. With a little time, even that trace will be taken away by the shifting sands of the desert.

      I keep running until the suns have traveled a few hours, then change directions to head toward home. When I’m certain we are as safe as we can be, I stop within sight of the rock cliff that houses my cave.

      The female is clearly frightened. She breathes in ragged gasps, but she isn’t attempting to land blows. I would have halted sooner to help soothe her fears, but we needed more space between us and our pursuers. Bending over, I gingerly set her down on the sand.

      As soon as her feet hit the ground, she scrambles back, falling to the sand in her haste to pull away from me. Her eyes are wide, the whites showing, strands of hair falling over her pinched face. Her chest rises and falls rapidly, her mouth slightly open as she sucks in air.

      My gaze falls involuntarily to the soft mounds covered by the thin fabric of her shirt. Are they? Could they be, so exposed, with no protective covering? Strange alien female, so different than my dim memories of a Zmaj female.

      When she says something in a shaky voice, her soft voice as feminine as her appearance, my eyes quickly jerk back up to her face. Fear is written across her features. I hold up my hands in a placating gesture and take a large step back, trying ease her fear. She searches my face, repeating the same foreign words. I shake my head.

      “I cannot understand you,” I respond slowly, alert for any sign she understands me more than I understand her, but nothing registers on her face or her body language.

      She shakes her head warily, climbing to her feet while keeping her eyes fixed on me. As though I am a guster that may strike at any moment.

      “I am not going to hurt you,” I murmur.

      I know she can’t understand me, but I still feel compelled to say the words. She frowns and shakes her head. She says something in that lovely voice. My scales itch as I tighten my jaw and shake my head. I’ve never wanted to understand anyone more.

      She wrinkles her brow and looks away for a brief moment before turning back to me. She speaks once more, but this time incorporates gestures. Crouching down, she buries her hands in the sand and then bursts up, snatching something invisible from the air.

      She stares, extending her hands out in a clear question. There’s no mistaking she is asking why I took her.

      “Why did I take you?” I sigh.

      If only I had an answer to give. I say the only one I can think of. Taking a few more steps back to give myself room, I move forward using the distinctive gait
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