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            PROLOGUE

          

        

      

    

    
      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

          

          
            ASS END OF NOWHERE

          

          LUNA

        

      

    

    
      I hate everything about our scaly captors. I’ve seen some reptilians in my time who were practically beefcakes. They stood tall and proud, their scales gleaming in the sunlight. I remember their hands having four fingers each with a retractable claw sitting on top. They dipped their heads politely in passing and spoke using some semblance of a formal language.

      The reptilians who bought us are nothing like their more evolved brethren. My eyes roam over the room. It’s mealtime and they’re running around, hunched over, with short arms and clawed talons. Their heads are less humanoid than any species I’ve seen thus far. If I had to liken them to any species on Earth, I’d say they somewhat resemble an alligator or crocodile. They don’t speak words. Their only form of communication is vocal clicks that seem to emanate from the back of their throat. It reminds me of the generic scary noise movies play to let you know danger is near.

      Still, we’re the lucky few who aren’t forced to sit in a cage day and night. I’m grateful for that because the ones in cages get sold to one monstrous alien species after another. This freighter’s primary cargo is slaves of every shape size and color. I’ve learned a lot about alien cultures from the wide assortment of species this ship carries. There is no hierarchy among slaves. We’re all equally expendable. That makes us careful and protective of one another. It’s them against us.

      Tonight, Selia and I have been tasked with serving the command crew. I rely upon her lead since she’s the only one with a multi-language translator. She can at least understand their commands. I can only guess what they want based on their gestures and vocal clicks. The pitch, volume and speed of their clicks are difficult to decipher. When I get it wrong, they push, shove, shout and aren’t shy about using their claws to get their point across. I loathe the entire crew of this ship. They’re all absolute assholes, but I hate the command crew most of all. They’re a bunch of noisy, greedy, entitled pricks who keep the internal temperature at a hot and muggy level that leaves most of us non-reptilians feeling sweaty and aggravated. It’s exhausting and can even feel suffocating at times.

      The noise level from the command table rises, indicating they’re getting impatient to be fed. Selia and I rush to grab huge trays of tonight’s entrée. These guys only ever eat raw protein. Apparently aged rotted meat is a delicacy only the top tier officers enjoy. Sometimes it’s served with the skin still clinging to parts of it. The problem for me is the stench. There’s nothing quite as revolting as the smell of rotting flesh. It gets in my nostrils, and the scent clings to my skin. Thankfully, I have a strong stomach. If not for that, I’d be reacting as badly as Selia.

      The moment she lifts the tray from the table, her gossamer wings begin to shake as she tries unsuccessfully to stifle her gag reflex. Though the noise she makes is soft, we can’t risk anyone overhearing her reaction. Naturally, our captors react badly to us gagging while carrying their food.

      Stepping closer, I whisper in her ear, “Think about the scent of lush vegetation and morning dew.” She’s from a forest planet and daydreams about returning to her people. We sometimes play twenty question Pictionary by drawing in grimy surfaces when we’re cleaning. Selia also tries to mimic the sounds her translator provides for human words, but she’s not good at articulating human speech.

      Anyway, my one-time cell mate and I pick up our pace. A hungry reptilian is a dangerous one, after all. We pass a table just as one of them unhinges his jaw and shoves a huge chunk of bloody meat inside. It causes Selia to begin gagging again. I’m as mortified as she is. However, I can’t help but notice that because his arms are so short and his U-shaped snout is long, his hands don’t actually reach his mouth unless he unhinges and drops his lower jaw. It’s morbidly fascinating the way they eat with such gusto.

      These irritable, ill-mannered warriors might love ripping into a big juicy piece of raw meat, but most other species find it absolutely disgusting. Carrying around trays of raw meat is my least favorite of all the odious tasks we’re forced to perform aboard this ship. The reptilians get so wrapped up in the different kinds, quality and aging of their primary form of sustenance that sometimes they forget to cook ours. Depending on the type, I can sometimes force myself to eat a little just to stay strong. It’s not working, though. I can tell because I’m tired all the time. My tattered clothing is hanging off my slowly thinning frame.

      We walk around the command table, stopping in front of each crew member. He looks over our offerings and then quickly snatches his choice piece. We begin with the captain and go in order of their status. It’s easy to figure out each person’s status because they arrange themselves in descending order of rank. The lowest status male always seems less than enthusiastic about taking the last piece. Strangely enough, they all look alike to me—the pieces of meat, not the crew. The crew may be all claws, green scales, and snouts, but they’re as different as night and day when it comes to facial features and mannerisms.

      As we’re walking away, the lowest ranking male grabs Selia’s wings. It’s her most vulnerable spot. He clicks something to her that ends on a high note, like a question. She presses her lips together, refusing to answer. His fist clinches, one of his claws tearing through her fragile wing. When she makes a distressed sound of pain, anger flares to life deep in my gut. Gripping the metal tray tightly, I bring it up and clock him right upside the head. He lets go of her wing with a startled noise and comes out of his seat. When he takes a step closer, I know he’s going to rip into me with his claws, because catching him by surprise is humiliating for a male in his position. These men pride themselves on being battle ready at all times.

      The captain makes one deep click, causing the enraged man to go still as a statue. My terror doesn’t abate when he stops coming towards me, though. This is the most danger I’ve been in since my abduction. I can’t breathe, and my feet are frozen in place. My pulse is pounding so hard that I feel lightheaded.

      Coming to his feet, the captain glares at his crew member and makes a series of low clicks that seem like a rebuke. The other man straightens and stiffly walks away from the command table. Another jumps up and strides across the room to take his place, stopping to click at his counterpart for a heartbeat along the way. This is the way with their kind. There is always someone waiting in the wings to step up when another fails.

      Once I realize that my rash behavior resulted in the angry low-status crew member being demoted, I know real terror for the first time. His eyes track me for the rest of the night as I continue serving food, refilling metal cups with their strange alien brew, and cleaning up after each table as they are vacated.

      I’ve not only humiliated him in front of his peers, but getting in a successful strike against him lowered his status, causing him to lose his position on the command team. This man is going to get even with me if it’s the last thing he does. The feeling of foreboding is so strong I can practically taste it.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      After sneaking my way across the ship, I scratch lightly at the door leading to the captain’s private suite. The door immediately cracks open, and Olivia’s face peers around the edge. “I’ve taken a small dab out of his emergency kit.”

      Unlike me, she’s been trapped into servicing their captain. Although humans are not sexually compatible with the Dorgon, some of their kind enjoys using us as body servants. Olivia has mentioned in passing that in addition to keeping his quarters and clothing clean, she rubs scented oil on his scales, buffs his claws and more. She’s hinted that captain has certain perversions that are not socially acceptable among his kind. I strongly suspect she’s referring to hand jobs. I feel guilty asking her to risk getting caught stealing from him, because if she gets caught the penalty is ten lashes.

      Swallowing thickly, my voice breaks when I speak. “You know I wouldn’t ask if it weren’t a real emergency.”

      “I heard what that asshat pulled in the dining hall. Is Selia okay?”

      Nodding, I lean forward and lower my voice even more. “She’s really shaken up. If she doesn’t keep the tear in her wing free of infection, it’s likely to begin spreading. If that happens, she’ll never fly again.”

      Olivia’s expression turns hard. “Keeping an infection at bay is only half your problem. You know that, right?”

      A feeling of anxiety swamps me. “I know clocking her attacker with that tray was the height of stupidity.”

      Sighing, Olivia responds tiredly, “You always let your anger get the better of you. I might be able to lift a little healing ointment, but there isn’t a thing in the world I can do to keep that prick from exacting his revenge on you.” Glancing down, Olivia’s shoulders slump. “I wish there was something I could do, but there isn’t.” When her eyes lift to mine again, I see exactly how worried she is for me. “He’ll look for an opportunity to get you alone where the security feeds can’t see. Your only hope is to stay with the others and in view of the security cams. No more traipsing all over the ship alone.”

      She lifts her hand and opens her palm, revealing a tiny leather pouch tied with a scrap of string. “Take it with my best wishes for a speedy recovery for Selia. Tell her we’re all thinking of her.”

      Lifting the medication from her hand, I hide it in my fist. “I will let her know. Thanks for sticking your neck out once again.”

      “It’s fine. Though the captain isn’t exactly a pushover, he’s very transactional. I can usually bargain my way out of trouble with him.”

      I shudder, not wanting to imagine the full scope of what that means. When the door slides shut, I stealthily begin to make my way back to our little hole in the wall.

      My mind fills with dozens of instances of slaves being punished for petty infractions. I slowly realize that being abducted and enslaved has affected my brain. I went from a reasonably, happy, well-adjusted person on Earth to vacillating between fury about our deplorable treatment and fear of these aliens deciding to make an example out of me. The swirling sick in the pit of my stomach turns into anger that builds exponentially as I can’t count how many times I’ve been smacked back into place for disobedience.

      Something shifts in my very soul, and I know smashing that asshole in the head was just the beginning of a chain reaction that will lead to death or some kind of change in my situation. Maybe I will be sold to a better master. Then again, I might end up being served as exotic food at a fancy alien soiree.

      Granted, it had been a ham-handed and poorly thought-out way to shake things up. Moving forward, I need to come up with an actual plan to get the hell off this ship, and that will require putting more thought into my actions rather than just reacting to the shit others threw at us.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 2

          

          
            HUMAN QUEENS

          

          WARVOC

        

      

    

    
      Three years prior to the end of the war, a former Draconian warrior has happily claimed his place among pirates and raiders.

      Standing in the spacious loading bay of a trade vessel, I gaze around at the rough assortment of buyers assembled here today. There are reptilians, several different species of aquatics, and I even hear the buzzing of insectoids in the background noise around us. However, my crew and I are the only Draconians that I see.

      I’m not especially new to black market trading, but this particular assembly exceeds my wildest expectations. Normally, a freighter such as this will host gatherings consisting of a handful of captains. When we slid into orbit around this deserted planet, there was a multitude of ships, several hunting parties chasing down game on the planet’s surface, and crew mingling from several ships to drink, enjoy camaraderie and to have an opportunity to gamble together. I am used to more circumspect gatherings. There are few genuine threats in this area except the Draconian fleet.

      The doors on the far side of the bay slide open, and slaves are herded onto a huge platform. My free hand balls into a fist. Fury swirls in my gut, for there are small frail enslaved queens as far as the eye can see. I don’t know what species these queens are, but they are almost child sized compared to a Draconian male, and my soul aches for them. Most are rail thin; their hair is greasy and their skin carries the kind of filth that says they have not seen so much as a particle cleanser in many weeks. Some are bruised, and others have open cuts and scratches on their delicate skin.

      Even a corsair like myself would not tolerate the abuse of females this way. Their masters are a mixture of reptilian and aquatic slavers. To have so many females this close to Draconian space is a risk. Should they be discovered by any of the infected Draconian queens, they would be murdered en masse where they stand. That is why slavers steer clear of space patrolled heavily by the fleet, edging their way around the territory they’ve laid claim to instead. Out here on the fringes is where different species meet to trade goods, and now apparently female slaves.

      I skirt around the crowd, trying to figure out how many there are. I see females from many different sentient species, but the pale child-sized ones capture my notice, for they are the weakest by far.

      Before the bidding can start, klaxons sound off, alerting us that danger is near. Everyone makes a mad scramble for their shuttles. Recognizing the chaos as an opportunity, I decide to save as many of the children as possible this day. Taking but a moment to whisper instructions to my crew through my com device, I tell them to return to our shuttle and alert Commander Tarn to prepare The Decrepit for immediate departure once our shuttle docks.

      Then I jump into action while the slaves all panic and begin pulling on the chain their captors have them tethered to. It’s all too easy in the ensuing chaos to ease up to the far end of the line and snap the chain from its anchoring.

      The moment I look up, the nearest slave gasps, jerking all the harder on her chains. I notice several things at once. She’s not a child. Not at all. Her lush breasts bounce as she yanks the tether through her bound hands, clearly intent upon making her escape. However, when she is free, escape is not her top priority. She turns to the winged female standing beside her and begins working to free her as well.

      I step up and remove the chain in one fell swoop from several females at the same time. They all turn to me with wary eyes. Before I can get them moving towards my shuttle, one of the slavers runs over and demands that I stand back. Time is short, so I pull out my laser pistol and shoot him in the face.

      I announce to the small group of females, “You are in danger here. If you wish to escape, follow me.”

      The winged female is innocent and eager for the protection of a male. Thus, she accepts my offer at face value, chirping, “You have our thanks, warrior. Where you lead, we follow.”

      The pale queen grabs her by the arm and begins pulling her in a different direction. The frail beauty does not wish to go, but her friend is instant. “Don’t be a fool. He’s no more trustworthy than the assholes that were about to sell us to the highest bidder.” Her language is in my translator, but I am certain it is not one I have heard before this day.

      My eyes narrow on this suspicious little queen. Meanwhile, the other females scatter, running in all directions.

      Her hand comes out, and she directs a finger towards my chest. “He came because he heard there were slaves for sale. He’s not rescuing us. He’s stealing us away to become his property.”

      The winged one’s eyes jump to mine and back to her friend. “Draconians worship their women, Luna. We should be safe with them.”

      I step closer. “We respect all females, Queen Luna.” Although I spit the word queen out with no small amount of disdain, the pale one just looks confused.

      “Whatever he’s saying is probably lies. Come on. This is the moment we’ve been waiting for to finally make our escape.”

      I suspect this suspicious female doesn’t have a translation implant. Time is running out. I glance around, noting the chaos is slowly turning into fight. They’re fighting over the other slaves who are attempting to abscond as well as other merchandise being offered for sale. The situation is disintegrating rapidly, with everyone pushing against each other to get to their shuttles.

      Queen Luna’s voice becomes shrill and desperate. “We need to get to a life pod and save ourselves.”

      Unwilling to let these two precious queens debate until the ship breaks apart under us, I grab each of them by one arm and make for my shuttle. Though they are kicking, hitting at me, and trying to pull free, I ignore their desperate attempt to get away. My hearts are sick about laying hands on them, but I console myself with the fact that they will be grateful for this momentary usurp of their authority.

      Just before I reach my shuttle, another of our hosts steps out with a weapon. “Keep the winged slave if you like. The human is mine.”

      Luna begins babbling, “No. Don’t give me to him.”

      The angry male spits back, “You have cost me much, human. Now it is time to suffer.”

      Instead of trying to pull away, she huddles closer to me. She states with a note of desperation in her voice, “I don’t understand what he’s he saying, but I didn’t do anything to him. Please don’t let him take me away. He’s going to kill me.”

      The Dorgon clicks out a throaty reply. “You belong to me. I will have my vengeance.” The look of loathing on his face and his threatening tone are enough to catapult me into action.

      I let go of both women and step in front of them. Finally, the male’s eyes shift from the female to me. His eyes grow large and his short arms flail around in some kind of alarmed reaction when he realizes I’m reaching for my weapon. Trying my best to get in a good headshot, I take aim and fire a couple of times before he darts behind another shuttle, slipping away for good. I decide getting the females to safety is more important than running off to kill a slaver I know nothing about.

      We rush up the ramp and skid to a stop in the main compartment. If I had thought my good deed would be rewarded with accolades from my crew, I would have been very much mistaken. The moment the door to my shuttle closes, I hear laser pistols power up, and realize two of my crew have drawn down on me.

      Tarn yells to our navigator, “He’s onboard. Get us out of here.”

      Before I can ask why my small crew have apparently decided to mutiny against me, Tarn’s gravelly voice rasps, “You drag these young queens aboard like you own them. Captain or not, buying queens and keeping them mired in slavery is a crime punishable by death.”

      “I didn’t buy them, you fool. I rescued them when it became clear that leaving two females on a ship being ripped out from under them was surely the greater of two evils.”

      Tarn twirls his pistol back into the holster at his hip and dips his head submissively. “Sorry to have doubted your integrity, Captain.”

      That only leaves the oldest member of my small crew with his pistol trained on me. Letting go of the females, I spread my wings in a display of dominance that few males could ignore. “Elder Baron, your son has seen the wisdom in my decision to bring the females aboard. I encourage you to rethink your position on the subject.”

      The mature warrior is of the old blood and slow to grasp that I do this out of kindness and mercy, rather than malice.

      “You always use the less respectful term female, rather than queen. You avoid their kind, don’t trade with queens of any species, nor have you visited the many brothels the rest of us have enjoyed. Either your cock is broken or you hate queens, for even warriors who prefer the company of other warriors do not shun queens as you do. Therefore, I am not certain you are to be trusted with the care of two vulnerable young queens.”

      I feel our shuttle docking with my ship. I’m eager to make sure we leave this sector via the route least likely to get us noticed by the two ships trying to blow each other out of the sky. Besides, he’s right; I don’t care for females. I’ve had my fill of them and certainly do not wish to be burdened with their care simply because I rescued them.

      I lower my wings. “Perhaps, Elder Baron, you trust yourself to better care for their needs.”

      Shock and genuine worry creases his face. “You wish me to care for them? I’m not a breeder. Old bloods know nothing about caring for queens.” The shock and alarm in his voice would almost be amusing if I weren’t worried about seeing our ship clear of this conflict.

      “Pretend they are pontons. Clean them, feed them, hydrate them, and give them a private space to play and sleep. How hard can it be to care for two weak queens?” Even I hear how my distaste for queens is evident in how I pronounce the word. Also referring to them as the pets our people keep is probably not reflecting well upon me in this moment either. Sighing, I grit out, “I’ll be on the bridge if you need me.”

      Turning, I stroll away and climb out of the shuttle. My step is light, and my conscience is clear, for I have done the right thing this day. None, including the gods, can fault me for it.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 3

          

          
            RESCUED

          

          LUNA

        

      

    

    
      I can’t believe we just got abducted from our abductors by yet another race of slimy reptiles. There is something I don’t like about the one who forced us onto his shuttle. He’s shifty, doesn’t listen and far to handsy for my liking. He drug us off that ship and didn’t care whether we wanted to go or not. My arm is still smarting from his tight hold. I have a good gut instinct, and this strange reptilian is setting off my spidey senses like nobody’s business.

      It seems my initial impression of him was accurate, because even his own crew doesn’t trust him. I don’t know what they were arguing about, but they did have their weapons pointed toward him. That can’t be good. There is some back and forth between him and his crew, and then he simply walks off and leaves us with them. I guess these are our new masters.

      There are two of them, one younger and one older. They both drop to one knee, and the older one speaks. I glance at Selia who translates. “Greetings, young queens.”

      “Queens?”

      She lets out a long string of words in her language—no wait, she’s trying to speak my language. Unfortunately, all I can make out is honor and queens.

      “Ask them who owns us.”

      The elder one speaks again. When Selia translates, I can’t tell if he even answered the question. My bestie nods
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