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Chapter One: Bargain Bint
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The sky above Proxima B5 burned with fury. Dark storm clouds twisted and writhed, their swollen underbellies glowing amber from the volcanic fires below. Shafts of lightning blazed in the upper layers of the storm, and violent claps of thunder crashed over the craggy landscape. The rain hammering the iron cages of the slave market bore a noxious sulphuric stench.

Zerkox hustled through the spaceport towards the market and squinted at the elemental battle overhead through his slitted third eye.

“Yet another fucking day in paradise,” he hissed.

The little human was all he could afford. Humans came cheap, such were the difficulties in controlling them. Not to mention all the restrictions their owners faced. He wouldn’t be able to take it off-world, not without a lot of hassle. Or equip it with any kind of protective armour or – Queen-forbid – weapons. Humans were cunning little slugs. So fucking cunning that the Queen’s council had almost outlawed them altogether. Zerkox, while wary of what he was getting into, was also thankful that these drawbacks meant this species of slave was within his modest means. When he’d seen it listed on the manifest of the incoming slave ship, he’d licked his lip-scales and checked his savings.
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Her name was Jen. She knew that much. But not much else. She couldn’t remember why she was naked in a cage – much less under a raging storm in this fiery hell of a place. She grasped the incongruity of it all, realising that it wasn’t her natural world. The gravity felt wrong, pulling her to the floor with too much strength, hurting her legs as she fought to stay upright. The acidic rainwater had pooled at the bottom of the cage and sloshed over her bare feet. It stung everywhere it touched, and she did everything she could to minimise her exposure, hanging her head low so that more of it didn’t drip from her filthy, soaked hair.  Despite her leg muscles demanding relief, there was no way she’d sit down in the puddles.

Instinct also suggested that she should be scared. Trying to fight or flee. Outside the iron bars, a dozen reptilian creatures were gathered. Taller than her and larger in every other proportion. Their scales shimmered green and grey in the rain. While they shared the same amount of limbs as she, they had an extra eye centred above the normal two, and a tail that flicked around their feet. But something dulled her fear, keeping the fight-or-flight urge blunted to a mere anxious curiosity. Drugged. She must have been drugged.

One reptile stood shorter than the others, with less bulk and a thinner tail. It shoved its face between the cage bars to examine her. She performed her own examination. Around its facial features, the scales were smaller and took on the qualities of thick, cracked skin. The nose was a bump, with two vertical slits pulsing with each breath. All three eyes mimicked this nostril design, with double eyelids blinking the rain away from yellow pupils.
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Zerkox might have changed his mind. The human looked so frail. He knew that was quite normal, but he’d never seen one this close. The lack of scales disturbed him most. How did this thing survive without being stabbed, slashed, burned, or squashed? He’d have to be careful it didn’t come to any harm before he’d even got his money’s worth. Fuck! If he stood on the thing’s foot, he’d flatten it. But his deliberations always returned to the same point. It was small, agile, and dextrous. With some effort, he’d train it to operate mining machinery. And those were the traits he was paying for. Its weaknesses? Well, he’d work around them.
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Even if it was smaller than its compatriots, the reptile scanning every inch of her body with three eyes still towered over her by more than a head. It withdrew and engaged in a heated exchange with a second, much larger reptile. When they’d both come to some agreement, her cage door rattled open.

Before she could run, a scaly claw gripped her wrist. It ground her thin bones together. She yelped. Her purchaser spat and hissed as it dragged her from the cage and through the crowd. They crossed the spaceport in the pouring, stinging rain. She had to run to keep up lest her arm was ripped from its socket. Her thigh muscles screamed in protest as they pumped against the unnatural gravity. Each breath came harder too, the sulphuric air stinging her throat and her lungs as much as the rain stung her skin.

They arrived at a small, snub-nosed craft as its cargo door slid open. Thrown inside, she fetched up against a bulkhead and curled into a defensive foetal position as the reptile loomed above. But it only fastened straps around her, clipping each strap into hooks on the craft’s wall. Any chance of escape was over – for now. She struggled to breathe under the tight strapping, gasping for air as she took in her new surroundings. There wasn’t much to take in. A small cargo space, some barrels fastened to the adjacent wall, the metal floor cold under her bare bottom, but dry. At least she was out of that rain. The door closed and dim-green fluorescent lights replaced the glow of the lava riddled landscape and flashes of blue lightning. With her matter-of-fact state of mind, she decided life had improved since the cage.

-
[image: ]


Zerkox clambered through a hatch from the cargo bay into the cockpit, hoping he’d done enough to secure his new possession without cutting its air off. He made a mental note to check it for life signs on the way back to the outpost. He raked his claws across well-worn switches on the control panel and the little ship’s engines coughed and roared to life. Thrusters pivoted towards the landing pad and the ship stuttered into its climb. He yanked hard on a lever to correct an ungainly tilt and seethed at a flashing sensor. “Fucking left engine again. One day it’s going to kill me, Queen’s-sake!”
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Thermal updrafts buffeted the craft until they cleared the volcanic range, and the terrain flattened somewhat. Lightning still flashed overhead, the upper atmosphere in constant turmoil for as far as any number of eyes could see.

Jostled by the stomach-churning turbulence and straining against the tight straps, Jen tried her best to remain calm. She felt the drugs wearing off, and a rising sense of panic replacing them. No matter how hard she tried, she remembered nothing much prior to waking up inside that cage. Fleeting images of a battle, perhaps. Screams, explosions, and people running. The occasional human face, but none she recognised. And the towering reptilian figures in every scene. Their name came to her as the craft began an ungainly descent. The Tuataroids. She shivered with instinctive fear at the name.

They landed with a thump and the Tuataroid climbed back into the cargo bay and unbuckled her straps. It sniffed at her sore wrist, where a dark bruise now blossomed. What might have been a frown formed on its face, and it snorted with derision. Rather than grab her by the wrist again, it tied a strap around her waist and pulled her along behind it, out of the ship and a few paces to the door of a giant dome affixed to the volcanic rock. She caught a brief glimpse of the landscape. The same black rock, but flatter than the mountainous area of the spaceport, and only one visible volcano in the distance with a trickle of lava down its side. Everything else was pitch black, lit momentarily by lightning flashes. Here the sulphur rain was a mere drizzle, but Jen was still glad to be dragged inside the dome before too much of it wet her skin.

Inside was even warmer, but a dry heat as opposed to the cloying outside humidity. She was soon sweating from every pore. The air was cleaner, though. She filled her lungs with it.

The interior contained a haphazard array of machinery, tools, supply crates, and a general mess. Thick cables snaked around the walls. Flickering fluorescent tubes provided decent lighting compared with the outside. The door that slid shut behind them was as thick as Jen’s leg, so the place evoked a feeling of solidity and protection from the elements. It might even have made her feel safe, were it not for the reptilian monster dragging her further inside by a leash. A passage led to another door and a room she surmised was at the dome’s centre. A control room of sorts, one wall lined with three large monitors. The middle screen displayed a view of the dome from outside. She saw the space shuttle parked next to the entrance. The other
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