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      Many thousands of years ago, deep in the Exion star system the first Draconian female entered the cave of ascension. She passed through the softly glowing waters, noticing tiny glowing blobs floating languidly about her. Whether they were finless fish or worms was difficult to tell, for they had the characteristics of both as well as thin filaments growing out of their frail bodies.

      Knowing the cave must be her divine destiny, she forced herself to submit to the will of the gods. Walking slowly through the glowing waters, she emerged a queen on the other side. Her people were equal parts awed and terrified when she disappeared beneath the eerie luminescent liquid, for none had dared to pass through the glowing waters before.

      Taking her rightful place as the leader of her people, all was well for a brief time. Soon her sleep became restless. A suspicion crept forward from the back of her mind, even as she felt something strange growing in her body. It moved around and playfully tickled her insides. Since she had no fever, nor evidence of disease upon her skin, horns or wings, the healers assured her that all was well.

      Then the nightmares began, and she never knew a moment’s peace thereafter. Every day was a struggle to shut out the dark voice growing ever stronger in her mind. Once the parasite took full control of her faculties, the young woman was forced to stand idly by while the creature wreaked havoc on her people.

      From that day to this, every Draconian female has been forced to walk through the waters of ascension, thus becoming a queen in her own right. Those who failed to ascend were killed or sold into slavery. Death was preferable since Draconian female slaves could look forward to a lifetime of torture by beings furious with their treatment at the hands of the Draconian empire.

      A millennia slipped idly by, while the evil of the cave fell into myth. Ascension came to be known as a coming of age ceremony for young females and the Draconians were taught to love this sacred right, thus perpetuating the age of the parasite.

      As the decades flew by, the queens grew discontented, fought amongst themselves, and battled with each other over territory. They seemed to grow stronger, crave chaos and feed off the misery of others. Little did the Draconians know, but the luminescent creatures floating in the waters of the cave of ascension were not some strange anomaly naturally occurring on their planet, but rather the spawn of a soul sucker that had been driven from a nearby world.

      Meanwhile on Earth the atmosphere was deteriorating, turning the oceans into putrid acidic cesspools devoid of all life forms. The lives of many males were lost in an effort to clean up the contamination. Then the worst-case scenario came to pass. A new pathogen emerged and locked onto the male genome. It took time to develop an antigen, costing more lives still. By the time it was said and done, the ratio of males to females was seriously unbalanced, there being close to four females to every male.

      Just when humans were losing all hope of survival on their increasingly harsh world, aliens made contact with the peoples of Earth. They not only offered to help manage the environmental disaster, but also provided much needed medical supplies and food stuffs. In return, the aliens requested the one thing Earth had a surplus of.

      Voluntary human brides were offered in exchange for the supplies. Many women were all too happy to relocate with the promise of starting a new life on a pristine new planet with an accommodating alien husband. It beat the alternative, which was living in huge, crowded bio-domes and never marrying or having children of their own.

      A large group of human brides were stolen by pirates intent on selling them to the highest bidder. Incompetent fools that they were, they strayed into an interdimensional rift and ended up in Draconian space. Just when their situation seemed hopeless, they were rescued by Draconian warriors. The fight that ensued was one of mythical proportions, resulting in the ship and crew escaping back to normal space.

      Those warriors and the human women they rescued settled a new home world under the protection of the Intergalactic Council of Planets. They enjoyed but little peace before the unthinkable happened. Their human queens began falling victim to the parasites. It quickly became clear the vicious creatures had followed them from Draconian space, eager for a fresh supply of host bodies to inhabit. The war that followed was brutal but scourging the parasites from their new home world was not a long term solution. The Draconians and their human brides would always be looking over their shoulders, fearing the next wave of parasites pouring through fractures in space. This is the story of the brave warriors who returned to Dracon Prime to face off their ancient enemy once and for all.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 1

          

          
            FALLING PREY

          

          BETSIE

        

      

    

    
      I’m jolted awake to the sound of screeching metal coupled with a hard grinding noise. My first thoughts marry up the sound with a train wreck or a plane twisting in the wind as it crashes. Rubbing the sleep from my eyes, my heart jumps into my throat when I realize the sound is getting closer.

      With how my luck has been lately, whatever it is will probably crash right into my tent. I scramble to my feet, pull back the tent flap and rush out to have a look. Sure enough there is some kind of aircraft flying low in my direction. It’s smoking and, as I watch, flames begin shooting out one side. It must be a twin engine plane.

      From the trajectory, it looks like it might zip right past me and into the mountain. The former army medic in me hustles to put on my hiking boots and cram the handful of supplies I’ve taken out back into my backpack. Hearing a loud explosion that can only be the plane crashing, my tent is abandoned without a second thought. Eager to save lives, I rush outside and pull out my cell phone. Damn. I’ve got zero bars out here in the middle of nowhere.

      Since I can’t call for help, I jump onto my motorcycle and begin heading in the direction of the still smoking spot on the nearest mountain. My bike sounds loud in the now quiet night. The animals must have sensed danger is near because I see no birds in the air or signs of creatures large or small moving in the brush.

      Fear creeps up my spine, as if I can sense danger as well, although there is no clear cause for it. I’ve seen battles in which there were multiple casualties, closed a sucking chest wound and performed CPR on the battlefield while my team provided cover. Rescuing victims from a plane crash should not set off my spidey senses.

      The moment I muscle down the fear, I hear the deep terrifying throaty roar of a wild cat of some sort, maybe a panther. I put on a burst of speed, worried about blood at the crash site drawing panthers or other predators.

      I ride right up to the crash site with the intention of helping as quickly as possible. My bike comes to a skidding stop in front of a huge smoking heap of metal and several strange people wearing gray uniforms. Only, they’re not human people. Their eyes are bright orange, to match their fur. They’ve got ears that stand up on the top of their heads and their faces are cat shaped with a nose that comes out, almost into a point. They wear loose pants and no shirts and they’re also twice my size.

      They all stop what they’re doing to gape at me. When I see a few tails begin twitching in a predatory manner, I realize this is where that deafening feline roar came from. That’s all it takes to pull me from my horrified stupor. I do an about-face and hit the accelerator, intent on putting as much distance between me and that alien crash site as possible. Just as the wind hits my face and I begin to believe escape is within my grasp, I’m surrounded by a blue light. Something lifts me and my bike and we’re jerked roughly apart. I feel a sharp pain that runs up my arms as my hands are wrenched from the handlebars.

      Before I can process what just happened, I’m sucked backwards by an unknown force. A little voice in the back of my mind reminds me helpfully that this is very similar to all the alien abduction lore. But it’s the year two-thousand and no one believes aliens are really abducting people from Earth.

      When I land on the ground with a light thump in front of the aliens, I’m forced to admit that this is exactly what’s happening. My altruistic bent has gotten me into trouble yet again. I should have listened to my gut and assessed the site prior to showing myself. Now, it’s too late. The largest of the males steps forward. The look on his face is disgruntled. He begins growling at me, as the others whisper in growls back and forth to each other. I’m not stupid, so I know that’s probably just the way they speak.

      Despite being a woman who was taught by the US military to expect the unexpected and to maintain combat readiness at all times, I just begin babbling. I don’t care if they can’t understand a word I’m saying, I begin trying to convince them to let me go. “Look, I know you’re in a bad way with your ship crashing and all but I don’t know how to help with that. If you don’t let me go, I’ll just be a burden.” Trying to look earnest, I add, “I’ve got no skills that transfer to work or slaving on a spaceship.”

      Welp, it looks like the saber-toothed alien took me at my word, ‘cause he pulls out what appears to be a knife but instead of a blade there is orange glowing light that crackles with energy. Fuck, it’s a weapon.

      I scramble to get away but their leader grabs my backpack and hauls me back. When he starts cutting the straps, relief surges through my body at the thought that he just wants my gear. I help him by pulling the straps off then turning and shoving it at him. We both stand there for a minute, staring at each other. I have to tilt my head all the way back to see his inhuman face.

      He snarls and tosses the bag away. He makes an adjustment to the handle of his weapon and the color turns exactly the same shade as my skin. The bastard means to skin me. I turn to run but discover the others have circled around. Their leader throws me effortlessly to the ground and kneels over me.

      Although I have no chance of winning against him, I fight for all I’m worth. If I go down without a fight, it might lead them to believe our planet will be an easy victory. My foot flies out and lands right between his legs. A hissing sound that seems like laughter sounds off all around us. The big cat just makes a disgruntled noise that’s half growl and half hiss. I keep kicking and hitting as fast as I can but nothing I do even makes him slow down for a second.

      I look up in time to see his weapon arching down towards my chest and the horror of the moment causes me to freeze up. I’m waiting for the death blow but instead the knife curves around my skin and he begins cutting my clothing off. It finally occurs to me that this might be an attempt at raping me. Oh hell no. I jolt into action again, unloading everything I have as fast as I can, right up until his big clawed hand closes around my throat and he gives me a good shake.

      I don’t think he knows how strong he is, because he’s literally cutting off my air supply. Suddenly, I’m naked but have somehow managed to curl myself into the fetal position. The moment his hand comes down to pull my leg out, a sharp whistle rends the air. It makes captain cat or whoever in the fuck he is freeze in place. From the look on his face, I think the whistle is causing him pain.

      Another cat alien stomps out of the forest, with a dead bull over his shoulder. He’s moving fast and doesn’t seem bothered by the heft of the huge animal. This alien is even larger than the one I thought was their leader and his voice resonates when he talks. After a couple of sentences, the new alien hauls the bull off his shoulder by one horn and casts it onto the ground.

      A smaller feline steps from behind and speaks to the bull hunter. He growls something to the one intent on raping me that causes him to let go of my neck and step back. I curl up even more and look around for a way out. There is more growling and finally the smaller one comes to me.

      This one is petite and, although muscular, there is something effeminate about the way it moves and the tilt of its eyes. Then I realize she has small rounded breasts. She kneels gracefully and pulls out a metal box. When she begins moving it over me, I understand she’s trying to scan me. She zeros in on a couple of bruises and shoots the brute that left them there a dark look. My eyes go wide when her hand moves to my knee and gently tries to pull it back. I quickly glance around and most of the males are staring at us intently but she’s positioned right in front of me which gives a modicum of privacy.

      She’s gentle but insistent. A bolt of lightning hits my brain. Maybe she’s a doctor or medic and needs to verify if her crazy cat captain molested me. Grudgingly I crack my legs open just a bit. Instead of inspecting me visually, she lowers her little metal box and moves it back and forth.

      The moment she pulls back I snap my legs shut. Reaching for the shirt that was ripped from my body only moments before, she shoves it into my hands before rising to her feet. I have the tattered shirt on in ten seconds flat and begin groping for my pants.

      The mood of the group shifts from excited and bloodthirsty with a wave of her hand back and forth. It seems like she’s telling them “no” by using a hand gesture where a human would shake their head. When, after some more growling, they drag me onto their smoldering ship, I know I’ll never see Earth again. After falling prey to these aliens, my gut instinct tells me they won’t take a chance on me alerting other humans of their visit. Thus, my world is turned upside down in the blink of an eye.

      They try to make me eat repulsive things, then force me into a cleanser with whirling brushes that probably work great on fur but abrade the hell out of my skin. They have me stand for a drying feature that was almost strong enough to yank me bald. Then I find myself in some kind of high tech medical unit. I can tell because there are raised platforms and holographic images of skeletal and muscle systems on several monitors. The aliens who work in this area are all wearing blood red. I’m not sure their blood is really red, so maybe I’m making a connection that isn’t valid.

      The small female alien from before is in the room with the giant one and the monster who tried to rape me. I keep my head down, even as she begins running the metal box over me again. This is so similar to the process used by the military that I just go along with it. I’m trapped and at least they’re not still actively trying to harm me.

      Another looks up from his console and articulates the word, “human” although he pronounces it with an s, like “shumon”. I know it’s me he’s referring to because all the heads in the room turn to look at me at the same time.

      The female startles me by tapping my lips. Then she taps her own lips and begins growl talking. When she taps my lips again, I know she wants me to talk. I interpret this as my opportunity to beg for my life. “I want you to set me free. I’m not a danger to you and I won’t tell anyone you’re here. I don’t belong on a spaceship. Please, just let me go.”

      I think for a second that I’ve gotten through to her because her face lights up. She preens a bit and then speaks into that little box she’s been waving about. “Our interface indexed your language. Can you understand me?”

      I nod my head and respond warily, “Yes, I can understand.”

      Before she can answer another alien comes running into the room. He slides to a stop in front of the massive one I now know to be their leader and crouches down slightly before announcing. “Greetings, Deity Meldrix. I synthesized over seven mega-number multiplied by seven Earth languages. Now, I need a sample of the words our captive speaks to make a match.”

      I jerk back because something is wrong with her translation box. The female alien in front of me makes an irritated noise, shakes her box and stares at the screen like it’s malfunctioning.

      I try to be empathetic because she’s the only one that’s treated me with any dignity or respect. “I know languages are tricky but there is no such thing as a mega-number multiplied by seven.” No one pays any attention to me, so I just continue rambling in the hope it will help her computer gadget grasp more of my language. “Also, it’s disappointing as hell to hear myself referred to as the captive. I guess that’s better than hostage or slave, but the term captive is still demoralizing because it implies I’m no longer in control of my own life.”

      My shoulders slouch as I continue the monologue no one cares to hear. “You guys are flying around the galaxy living your best life but that doesn’t give you the right to abduct people. I came here because I saw the crash and thought you might have injured people in need of medical assistance, not to wind up an intergalactic prisoner.” This whole situation feels surreal, like I’m trapped in a dream that I can’t wake from.

      I’m vaguely aware that the female alien has stalked off and is rummaging around in drawers attached to a long counter. When I turn around everyone else is now staring at me rather intently.

      The huge alien makes an imperious slashing motion with his hand. “You stop make words. No speak more words.”

      I button it up, cause that big alpha is terrifying. After a while, the female hurries back over, leans my head forward and shoots something straight into the back of my neck, just missing my spinal cord. I jerk forward out of her grasp and almost fall off the platform that’s clearly designed for a much larger being. There is a cord leading from the box in her hand to my head and it feels like she’s sucking information straight from my brain. My head spins and I stagger forward and grab onto another platform in a vain attempt to stay on my feet. My knees buckle under me and I hit the metal floor hard. The last thing I hear is their leader saying something about me being valuable. “We no risk valuable acquisition. Storage is best to preserve such weak species and display for best price.”

      They’re fucking traffickers. I should have suspected that. Maybe I did deep down inside and just didn’t want to admit it. I open my mouth to voice my objections but the female quickly presses a vial to my neck and my world goes black. The last thing I remember is white hot pain when she yanks the probe from my neck.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I don’t know exactly what they did to me or how long I’ve been sleeping but I wake up lying in a metal container with a large glass window. My first thought is that I’m still in the military and this is an underground training submarine. It takes me a minute to remember that I was abducted. I can’t remember why I’m in this box. I see lights flashing through the window and then billows of smoke. I’m sweaty and can’t breathe, so I pound on the glass to get someone’s attention.

      A familiar face pops into view. It’s the female who had the little box, the one who knocked me out after sucking information out of my head. Only, she looks different, older, more mature and fully developed. My mind reels at the realization that she was just an adolescent when we first met.

      It becomes even more difficult to breathe. Gasping, I beat my bloody fists against the glass all the harder. Wait, where did the blood come from? I remember wiping away the sweat. When I bring my hand to my face, I discover that I’m bleeding from my nose, mouth and even my ears. What does this mean?

      Suddenly the lid hisses open and the now older female reaches out and presses another tube against my neck. I think she must have just killed me because darkness is rushing in and then nonthing.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 2

          

          
            DANGEROUS LIFE OF A SCAVENGER

          

          DRAKON

        

      

    

    
      I sit at my console, eating a chunk of dried meat while scanning the postings for work. There are an abundance of people requesting goods to be transported from one planet to another but most do not pay enough to justify the use of fuel. The grim reality is that if I can’t piece together enough jobs to make a decent haul, I might not be able to keep my ship flying

      I open one request and the smiling holographic face of a Shandorian shop owner appears. His three eyes roam aimlessly around, giving an impression at odds with his booming voice. Scanning the attached fact sheet, I see this job has potential. The shop owner launches straight into a formal explanation of the job he’s offering.

      “Greetings honorable trader. Thank you for reviewing my request for the interplanetary transportation of goods.” I listen carefully as he talks about shortages of spring beetles and some kind of millet I’ve never heard of, before getting to the specifics of his offer.

      It takes many microns of reviewing requests to create a run that seems almost lucrative. Tired of sitting, I come to my feet and stretch my wings. The Gods only know how a lone trader like myself has managed to survive all these years. If I had any sense at all I’d take on a partner, someone to cover my back and another living soul to talk to while out in the black of space.

      As if the Gods are proving my words to be true, my proximity alarm goes off to alert me that another ship is near. It takes only a micron to realize their transponder signature isn’t registered. Pirates. And they’re probably aquatic pirates, since my sensors indicate the ship they’re flying has been modified for an aquatic crew. Aquatics are some of the most ruthless pirates in this sector of space. I’ve tangled with them more than once over the years. I prepare myself mentally for what is to come.

      They reorient their vessel to intercept mine. I can see their ports slide open and weapons drop into place. They’ve got plasma cannons and laser weapons as well as a grappling hook. That tells me they’re accustomed to taking ships in battle, rather than just stealing their cargo and moving along. What those of us in this sector call a punch and grab.

      I turn the ship and make a run towards the nearest populated world, setting my shuttle for maximum speed. There is zero chance I can outrun a vessel their size, but it will keep me out of weapons range long enough to get my ports open and prepare for the hand-to-hand combat that’s sure to come once they catch up with me.

      Making quick work of getting my external weapons into place, I pull open the small closet that serves as my personal armory and begin gearing up as I run through scenarios in my mind that might enable me to survive this fight

      Within microns we are within com range with one another. When the pirates hail me, I open the comms, hoping to strike a deal that enables me to avoid being boarded. As I predicted, an aquatic’s face shimmers into view.

      “Greetings Drakon the Reckless.”

      I’m not surprised they looked up my transponder signal. I would do the same if they were emitting one. The name I’ve been tagged with irritates me, but I pretend all is well and drop down into the command chair. “I would greet you by name but since your ship isn’t registered, it was impossible to get an ID.”

      The aquatic emits a shrill stucco squeak that I recognize as laughter. “We are indeed unregistered at this time. My name is Shrilic.”

      I keep my voice calm, “What occasions this communication, Shrilic?”

      His joyful guise fades. “We’re having a problem with our life support.”

      “I would be happy to retrieve the parts you need for the right price.”

      “We were thinking of something more along the lines of grappling our ships together and having you tow us to the nearest world.”

      “I don’t know what size your crew is but my shuttle can’t carry more than four.”

      “It will have to,” he responds sharply.

      I know from his curt attitude that no matter what I say, he intends to use my ship to make his way to a world where he can get whatever problem he’s having repaired.

      “You know my shuttle can’t tow a vessel the size of yours without overloading my engines. It also can’t support your needs, much less your needs and my own.”

      A determined expression jumps onto his face. “That is unfortunate for you.”

      I don’t think he’s interested in being reasonable but I try anyhow. “My system is designed for a pilot and a co-pilot. I don’t even recirculate oxygen. I just refill my tanks at each stop.”

      “This is not a negotiation,” he squeals.

      “My scan is picking up six life signs aboard your vessel. Even if you abandon your ship and squeeze onto my shuttle, we’d run out of breathable air long before reaching a station. I barely make it between runs myself.”

      The aquatic flips his fin in frustration. “Abandoning our ship is out of the question.”

      “I don’t see how I or my ship can solve any of your problems.”

      His eyes narrow on me. “We’re desperate enough to take what we want, even if it just buys us a few days. We’re in a moderately well-traveled shipping lane, so it might be that another vessel strays into our path.”

      A chill goes up my spine at the thought of someone I know crossing paths with these desperate pirates, or worse yet, a private shuttle with a family traveling from one planet to another. These are the kind of males that kill indiscriminately to get what they want.

      I make one final effort to offer a viable solution. “How about I send out a distress call? When help comes, I will tell the authorities that I’m towing a derelict that I haven’t had a chance to register.”

      Suggesting we claim his vessel is a derelict was clearly the wrong thing to say. The aquatic jumps from his chair and squeals. “Our ship is not a derelict.”

      I cut in hoping to assuage his fears of his ship being labeled scrap. “I wasn’t suggesting that your ship is fair game. I’m just trying to help you find a solution to your problem.”

      His fins are shaking because he’s on anger overload. “No lawmen.” He gestures at one of his crew and I don’t even have to check my readings to know he’s jamming my communications. I should have sent out a message. I did not think to do it because we are so far out of communications range that any message would have to go through many relays to be picked up by my people. It seems obvious that I would either be dead or well on my way back to civilization by the time my message was received.

      The com link blinks closed and they shoot a series of warning shots on either side of my shuttle. They aren’t quite stupid enough to blow the shuttle they need apart, so they’re trying to intimidate me into surrendering. I’m not about to give them my shuttle because the very first thing they will do is kill me to preserve oxygen.

      My shields only hold because none of their shots are direct hits. I bend over the console and begin searching for a solution to my dilemma. The pressure to come up with a viable plan is intense.

      Aquatics are tough to beat because their weapons are better than mine and they normally travel in groups, whereas I prefer to work alone. Turning this situation around on them will require me to outthink them at every turn. One misstep and they’ll shove me out an airlock and take my shuttle.

      Something catches my eye. I zero in on the image and excitement spikes in my chest. Their refuse port is open and I know just how to exploit the opportunity. I quickly drop my ship below theirs and instruct the computer to mirror their movements. It will take them a few microns to figure out there is more going on that me wanting to stay out of their weapons fire.

      Glad I armed myself ahead of time, I quickly run a flexible habitat link from my top exit portal to their refuse portal and move into their ship. If I weren’t wearing an environmental suit, the smell alone would probably be distracting. The only barrier is the slimy unclean refuse unit which makes it difficult to navigate. I have to disconnect the parts that are supposed to be sealed so I can climb into their containment unit.

      Like every good fighter, I fall into their lower-level shooting. I take down two before they even realize I’m on board their vessel. Their klaxons began sounding the moment I fired. The piercing sound is almost painful, so I squeeze my ears to cut off some of the sound.

      I don’t even have to hunt them down. Once they know I am aboard their ship, they converge on my location. I slowly pick them off the moment they show their faces.

      They always have the advantage in any ship to ship battle because of their superior weapons. But no aquatic can stand in face-to-face combat with a Draconian warrior in the prime of his life. We’re almost twice their size and were born and bred to fight.

      The entire battle lasts no time at all. There were six when I scanned their vessel. I killed six. That means this vessel should be cleared of sentient lifeforms. However, I remain alert. The aquatics are a devious species. I deactivate my headgear to conserve my suit’s oxygen and discover the air is still breathable.

      My hand tightens on my laser pistol as I step over the smoking remains of these pirates who were intent on killing me and taking my ship. I still reek from crawling through the refuse unit. Smelling worse than the smoldering dead bodies of my enemies is the price I pay for surviving another day.

      I’m not the first fight they’ve had recently. Their ship is a shambles, with wiring hanging down from the ceilings and the floor buckling in places.

      The flickering lights overhead alert me that the power supply is having trouble switching to the secondary backup. I find a communications console and use a handheld audio device to voice prompt the ship’s computer to give me full access. The handy little gadget has saved my life more times than I count. I programed it to record chatter from the crew and pull out words to create the voice commands I need. It has a built-in translator that malfunctions at times but fortunately not today.

      A quick look at the readouts lets me know the ship is losing life support at a slow but steady rate. The aquatics were seriously in danger of dying aboard this ship, which clearly led to their desperate actions. I pull my stretchy neck protector up over the bottom of my face to protect me from the stench before heading to the loading bay to claim any spoils I might have won in this battle.

      My eyes light up and my anxiety clicks down when the bay doors slide open. These pirates have a massive hoard of cargo and I’m betting at least some of it is valuable. I get busy picking through the cargo containers, shifting the fuel rods and precious metals first. As I work my way to the back of the bay, an old-fashioned stasis unit comes into view.

      I climb over several crates to get a look at what’s inside. The entire top of the person inside is visible. It’s a queen and she’s not wearing a stitch of clothing. The long dark strands growing from her head have spread around her head, as if someone flung her roughly onto her back. Easing back, I thump down on my backside in absolute shock and turn the situation over in my mind.

      My tail has a mind of its own when I’m anxious; it whips back and forth so hard it moves a smaller crate to the side. I haven’t heard of any queens going missing in this sector of space. My brethren in the Draconian Rebel Alliance have been rescuing these plain faced queens and mating them for several lunars. Now that the war is all but won, each rebel ship is rumored to be bursting at the seams with these small females.

      I come to my feet and lean over to gaze at her face. Concern ripples up my wing base making my wings jerk. This queen is not well. Though her kind have no scales, this one is so pale it is frightening. There is a bright red substance on her face that can only be the blood of her species. It also stains the inside of the clear viewing panel in
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