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      Crystal

      

      Truth be told I’ve always been a little jumpy but being kidnapped by aliens shoved my anxiety into high gear. They buy and sell us Earth girls like chattel. Stealing us from our dying planet and keeping us on lockdown until they’re ready to trade us away.

      

      When my fellow humans and I are rescued by the savage Draconian Warriors things get better, but we’re not free. So the other women leverage me into mating one of the Draconians in a grand scheme to take over the ship.

      

      I’m nothing if not a team player but why did it have to be the huge scarred one who’s as socially awkward as I am? Deceiving these brutal warriors seems like a really bad idea, the kind that could cause a small human like me to wind up dead, or worse, desperately in love with a massive, winged, and tailed alien.

      

      Drake

      

      I live for nothing more than starting a revolution among my Draconian brethren. I will set us free, at long last, from the misery of our Draconian Queens who have been driven insane by a parasite.

      I don’t have time or desire to rescue the human Queens, but my brother insists. When one of them lays claim to me, I’m suspicious. She panicked at the mere sight of me during the rescue and only hours later she selected me for her mate?

      

      I’m no fool. She’s a wily one, talking and squirming her way past my defenses. She’s soft, beautiful and scents like a goddess but I can’t let her ruin my people’s only chance at freedom. Somehow, I have to make her my Queen and set my people free.
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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 moving about in the water. 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.  She walked slowly through the glowing waters, emerging a queen on the other side. Her people were equal parts awed and terrified when she disappeared beneath the earie 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 started, 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 had 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 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 Draconian 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 warriors. 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 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.

      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 a spatial anomaly 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 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.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          1 DRAGON WARRIORS

          CRYSTAL

        

      

    

    
      I lean against the bars, my shoulder pressing against my best friend’s. Being hauled off Earth by fin-headed aliens who squeak like dolphins when they speak is so far out of the realm of possibility that if I had bumped into a story about it online I would have called bullshit on the entire premise. Fish men in a spaceship sounds too bizarre to be anything other than a poorly conceived conspiracy theory meant to garner clicks from those eager to be led astray. Nothing could possibly be more absurd than that, right?

      Well, here I sit with a couple dozen other women waiting to be sold by what appear to be slave traders. We just learned that our probable destination is some alien world where weaklings like us are used as fodder against invincible gladiators who are bred for the arena. I have to admit, this feels like a rather ignoble death after losing my entire family on a dystopian Earth. Although I have nothing to return to, anything is better than being a slave.

      I hate everything about being on their ship. The recycled air smells stale and leaves a slightly metallic taste in my mouth. Literally everything is covered in a vaguely fishy smell, which I guess is understandable considering the aliens are all aquatic. The food is cold, fishy-tasting soup with rubbery bits floating around inside. We all choke it down because we want to stay alive and don’t have another choice.

      To add insult to injury, we’ve just learned that our destination is likely one of the planets where intergalactic aliens hold battle royales between gladiators of every shape, size and color. One of their intermission shows is to pit an up-and-coming warrior against dozens of normally nonaggressive weaklings like us. If he survives it’s the first step in moving up in the ranking. The odds are not in our favor. The woman we’ve unofficially appointed as our leader thinks we have a chance if we stick together. I’m still pouring over our odds on that one.

      I feel Nikki move slightly before speaking in barely a whisper, “Do you think we have a chance of surviving in the arena if we all stick together?”

      “I’m of two minds about it. Part of me thinks our fearless leader is full of shit.” Glancing over my shoulder at Nikki, I sigh. “Then again, part of me believes every word coming out of her mouth, because she’s survived in captivity far longer than the rest of us. If anyone can get us through this, Vanessa can.”

      We both watch her sitting with her back to us. I murmur, “She meditates a lot, locked in her own little world. That can’t be healthy.”

      “Maybe shutting out what’s going on around her is how she’s survived.”

      I don’t say anything, but I know she’s the only one that’s been passed from one alien master to another. Most of the rest of us are fresh from Earth. Vanessa’s a methodical thinker on top of being the smartest person I’ve ever met. She routinely baits our captors until they come close and then goes toe to toe with them. We all know she’s the reason they stay back as much as possible. They’re partially afraid of damaging the merchandise if they have to use weapons or their fists, but they’re also worried we’re all as aggressive as Nessa. She’s taken a beating or two since I’ve been here, but the end result is they are pretty hands off with us.

      Suddenly, the whole ship lurches sideways. I make a grab for the bars to keep from being slammed around like a Ping-Pong ball, but my hands slide off. Instead of it being just one jolt, the ship lurches several more times. Panic lances through my chest and I hear myself scream. “Oh my God, what’s happening? It feels like the ship is breaking apart.”

      

      Vanessa’s voice rings out, clear as a bell. “Grab ahold of the bars and anchor yourself as best you can. Getting tossed around is dangerous.”

      I make another grab for the bars and get shaken off again. “My hands are sweaty. I can’t get a good grip.”

      She yells back without looking in my direction. “Figure it out. If you think being a slave sucks then try being a slave with a broken arm or leg.”

      Adrenaline is pumping through my body and my heart is thumping so hard I can practically hear it. Taking a deep breath, I try to muscle my anxiety under control. “Okay, okay. I get it.” When the ship stills for a moment, I lock my arms around two of the bars, clasping my hands together tightly.

      Vanessa continues to sound off, giving directions that I can’t quite comprehend. My mind is racing as images of the ship blowing up with us on it flash through my mind. At least it will be a quick death, unlike being killed in the arena for the enjoyment of onlookers. We’re nothing more than exotic animals to these aliens. If we weren’t locked in cages, we might have been able to find an escape pod. Dying in this stinking cage is not how I want to leave this life.

      My internal ramblings are interrupted by the loss of gravity. I tangle my legs in the bars to anchor myself firmly in place. My hair lifts up around my head, floating in front of my eyes. I can barely make out crates and other unidentifiable trade items slowly moving past my field of vision in a slow spin.

      The others are talking, but by this time I’ve decided to pull a Vanessa by squeezing my eyes shut and going to my happy place. Lying on my back floating down a lazy river with the sun shining in my face is something I’ve never really experienced, but my imagination fills in the blanks. Only when my cage hits the ground with a light thud do I realize gravity has slowly been restored. My happy place disintegrates around me as the bay doors are forced open.

      When lizard men come strolling through like they own the damn place I frown, remembering Vanessa saying something about whenever the ship is attacked, whoever wins becomes our new owners. I move to the back of my cage and huddle in the corner, even as Vanessa steps forward. I can’t look and don’t want to know what their voices sound like. I’m on stimulus overload and just can’t deal with any of this right now. Closing my eyes again, I concentrate on my breathing because I’m hyperventilating. It’s a battle I’ve fought many times, so I know there are only two options, slow my breathing or pass out. I pinch one nostril closed and seal my lips, forcing my air intake through one nostril. Tears blur my vision and spittle fills my mouth as I struggle to stabilize my breathing. I’m a hot fucking mess and I know it.

      At some point voices creep into my consciousness. Vanessa is having a conversation with the reptiles, and they speak our language. Reptilian aliens that speak Earth English is just another quirky little thing to add to the big pile of wild, unbelievable shit happening to me. Sometimes, I wonder if this is all just a nasty nightmare. My constant prayer is that I’ll wake up one day to discover it’s all just been a really bad dream. I can see myself laughing about how scary all the really stupid stuff was to me in the dream world and how I panicked there just like in my real life.

      I feel the cage jerk beneath my feet, and a huge hand reaches into the cage to pull me out. I immediately panic because of course I do. It’s my unwanted default response to every stressful situation. Flailing against a hard body though I’ve no hope of getting free is a foolish thing to do, but I can’t stop myself.

      An impossibly deep voice sounds off as thick muscled biceps come out around me, locking my arms to my sides. “Calm yourself, little queen. You are rescued by Draconian warriors this day.”

      I don’t know what to think, but I’ve learned not to trust aliens. When I don’t move, Nikki calls out helpfully, “I promise dragon warriors are the good guys.”

      I freeze in place for a second, trying to catch my breath. When I look over my shoulder, I don’t see anything except a massive armor-covered chest. The second I stop struggling, his arms slip from around me and he takes a step back. I grab the bars to keep from sliding to the ground.

      Nikki rushes into my cage the moment Mr. Tall, Dark and Deadly steps out. I’m not hyperventilating anymore, but now my throat is so dry I can’t help but cough a little. One hand goes around my waist and the other reaches out to the man that just left. “I need a hydration pellet or she’s going to pass out on us.”

      “Yes, my queen.” He drops something into her hand and she brings it to my mouth.

      “Open up, Crystal. This is like an energy drink.”

      When I don’t respond, her arms slide from around my waist and grasps my lower jaw, pulling it down. Before I can protest, she shoves something into my mouth. There is a gush of cool clean liquid that makes me swallow. It’s refreshing and jolts me back to reality. Nikki’s arm is back around my waist and she’s walking me out into the open while murmuring the kind of reassuring nonsense one whispers to a colicky baby. This has got to be a new all-time low for me.

      When I finally glance around, it takes me a moment to realize they aren’t lizard men. They’re more like what Nikki called them. She said they were dragon warriors. They’ve got scales, wings and horns. A pair of dark eyes look down at me. It’s my rescuer. He’s not glaring necessarily, but he’s not smiling either. I try to act like a responsible adult. “Thank you for getting me out of that cage.”

      Instead of responding, he drops to one knee with a hand over his chest. His words startle me. “I will obey. You may shelter under my wing.”

      My eyes find Nikki’s, but she’s smiling slightly. I have no idea why he’s kneeling, calling us queens, or how to get him to stand back up. Nikki does, though. “Thank you. We gladly accept Draconian protection this day.”

      I gape at her, wondering where she learned to speak like an alien and why she never did it before now. The alien rises and spreads his wings. Nikki walks over, does an about face and backs up close to his side. When his wing comes out to gently wrap around her from behind, I finally get it.

      Swallowing hard, I glance around to see the others being handled in a similar fashion, all but Vanessa, who walks in front of her alien as they talk about why he can’t take us back to Earth. Although being this close to an alien is the last thing in the world I want to do, I move over and repeat Nikki’s movements. If the others are all doing the same thing, this must be what we have to do in order to survive.

      Nikki doesn’t talk to our new guide, so I don’t either. Maybe he’s a low ranking grunt who’s not allowed to answer any of our questions. Then again, he could be a general who considers speaking to humans beneath the dignity of an officer. Sneaking a glance at him over my shoulder, I would say he’s kind of handsome, but the terrifying fangs and claws outweigh the hotness factor by far. Swallowing thickly, I turn back around, trying not to shudder.

      Before my mind can begin filling up with a million questions about hot versus scary as hell, I’m faced with a sight that I should have expected. Bodies are strewn about with what appear to be claw marks and laser burns. Apparently the aquatics were no match for the dragon warriors. Seeing the aquatic tasked with feeding us propped against a wall with a pool of black blood underneath him and his eyes vacant of life should provoke some sympathy, but it doesn’t. Shame fills my soul as I realize that in place of sympathy there is only a morbid satisfaction that he got what he deserved in the end.

      I’m not stupid or totally bereft of the knowledge of right and wrong, so I totally understand that makes me a shitty human being. The Bible says love thy enemies, but I’m worlds away from embracing such noble ideals right now. It takes a minute for that understanding to settle over me. Being held in captivity has changed me, and not for the better. Something sick swirls in my gut, but I just keep putting one foot in front of the other, because that’s all I have the strength to do right now.

      Vanessa promised that if we stick together we’ll all make it home in one piece. I need to keep my shit together, especially while we’re in view of the public like this. If these new aliens decide we’re weak, who knows what they’ll do. They might vent us or sell us to the arena like their predecessors were intending. The last thing in the world I want is to be turned into gladiator chum.

      Vanessa is already in a verbal sparring match with their leader. She’s holding her own at this point, and it’s clear she’s not buying their rescue scenario. Their commander is frustrated with her never-ending questions, but he’s maintained his cool with her thus far. Following the leader has always been my default programing, so that’s exactly what I do. At this point I’m willing to have a little faith that maybe if this isn’t an actual rescue that we can somehow work the situation to our advantage.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          2 FOR QUEENS AND GLORY

          DRAKE

        

      

    

    
      We seem to be leaping from one crisis situation to another since our arrival in Exion space. After our battle to liberate the human queens, we were forced to face off with one of our closest allies. Captain Helox remained loyal only because we possess an inoculation against the parasites infecting our queens. If not for that simple fact, I fear our fledgling alliance would have been broken.

      Sitting in the command chair on the bridge, I turn this latest development over in my mind. Our ship is burdened with the care of a multitude of frail human queens. Once word of this spreads to the other rebel commanders, the entire war effort will be thrown off course while they squabble amongst themselves over the right to lure a queen for their ship.

      This is not what I had in mind when I traversed the barrier between Exion space and the Naxis to request my spawn mate’s help with throwing off the rule of the infected Draconian queens. I thought I would find him and his scions in a barracks aboard one of their ships, dutifully protecting their new home world.

      Instead he was truly free to do his own bidding and had carved a home for his clade, which in turn had drawn queens for his scions to mate. The human queens of his clade taught me new words for family affiliations. I quite like the term “brother”. It is similar to the word for dedication in our language. Kryos and I are brothers, spawned from the same shell. This means at one time we were so similar it that might have be difficult for some to tell us apart. Now, my body is more heavily scarred than his because of all the years of hard abuse I’ve suffered while he was founding a new home world. It matters not, for now we fight as one. Together, we are well respected among both Draconians and humans. His decision to rescue human queens was a noble one, but such is not our goal.

      Kryos and this command crew well know the importance of our mission. Defeating the Draconian queens who have kept us under their claw since time immemorial will return true freedom to our people. We have the tools we need; warriors dedicated to the cause, weapons fit to challenge a powerful Draconian queen and even an inoculation against the parasites that infect the females of this sector. For the first time in our history we have a chance to defeat them and protect our maturing queens from being infected.

      It angers me that instead of attending to the mission, Kryos has been summoned to appear before the lead human queen. She has many questions for him which are apparently more important than seeing to our mission. Dark thoughts I dare not speak fill my head. With the survival of our people on my shoulders, I will allow nothing to get in the way of completing this mission, not even these queens who are not of our blood.

      I stew over the unfairness of this added complication. My brother insisted upon saving them. I agreed, for after visiting his clade I thought human queens to be kind and docile. These queens are much different from the ones on my brother’s home world. They are clearly traumatized by their experiences aboard the aquatic vessel, but that does not explain their open hostility against the honorable males who rescued them and inoculated them against infection. Perhaps they do not know enough about this sector of space to realize what a gift we have bestowed upon them. No matter which way I look at it, they are trouble.

      Before I can decide how to best proceed with them, our communications officer speaks. We have an incoming message from Commander Hian of the Sokar, sir.”

      “Put him on the main screen. He’s responding to an encrypted message I sent asking for a face-to-face transmission.”

      Hian’s face fills our screen an instant later. He’s not an old blood warrior. He’s simply old, a breeder who managed to survive being deemed obsolete by his queen. A queen’s consort turned warrior is almost unheard of among our kind, but here he sits. Our warriors continually discuss how long he’s been in uniform with awe. Some say hundreds of years, but I know better. He’s the same age as my own sire would be, had he survived the rule of Draconian queens. Many mistake him for his father. Were they side by side, even I would have a hard time telling them apart. Hian is still alive because he’s both cautious and cunning. That we have secured his alliance not only deprives our enemies of his shrewd maneuvering but also greatly increases our chances of winning this war.

      Hian doesn’t dip his head in greeting like most warriors, likely a mannerism left over from his time as a breeder. Instead he shifts in his seat as his eyes flint around my bridge, as if looking for possible deception on my part. I have learned through many interactions with him to be patient and calm as he assures himself that everything is as it should be. Finally he speaks. His voice is a bit suspicious. “Greetings, Commander Drake. I received your message.”

      I open my hands in a gesture of honesty. “Forgive the intrusion. I bring critical news from Exion space that will aid us in our efforts to eradicate the Vithacan parasites from the Naxis.”

      He responds warily, “That would be welcome news indeed. I hope it is a new weapon. Our ship has been attacked three times this lunar cycle. They were hard fought battles. We barely escaped with our lives. This war will not be won if we do not lure more ships to our cause.”

      “We are working on weapons upgrades, but what we have to offer is something even more valuable. I daresay it is something you would give your very life to possess for your young queen.”

      He leans forward so fast, I would think him a snake ready to strike. His voice is low and lethal when he forces words past his nearly locked jaw. “You know better than to speak of my small queen, Drake.” The other warriors on his bridge are bristling as well, their wings beginning to open in a show of aggression.

      Before I risk making an enemy of such a powerful ally, I hasten to explain. “I am recently returned from Exion space with reinforcements and an inoculation against the parasites that have ravaged our queens for generations.”

      He comes to his feet faster than my eyes can follow. “You speak the truth?”

      Standing, I take a step closer to the screen. “I would never lie about something like that.” Bringing my fist up, I crash it into my chest. “You know me well. Trust me now, if you have never trusted me before.”

      Dropping back into his seat, he jerks his chin to the side. The slim figure of a young queen eases into my viewing range, and she sits in the chair at his side. She appears to be about ten solars in age. Though I have never seen his little one with my own eyes, I can tell she is every inch her sire’s daughter because they have the same bend to their horns and their deep purple coloring is but little different. Her expression is a softer version of her sire’s blank one.

      His voice sounds off again and his words prove to me how cynical Hian really is. “You might lie to a fellow warrior, Commander Drake. However, I doubt you would be deceitful to an innocent young queen who is fearful for her life.”

      My inner dragon roars awake at the sight of a small queen to protect. I muscle him back and wrangle my anger to the ground. I wish to curse this elder warrior with every fiber of my being for dragging a youngling into our dark conversation. Yet I cannot, because such words are not fit for the ears of a queen of such tender age. Taking a deep breath, I say, “I went to the human queens for assistance. She sent not only this battleship and extra weapons, but also a medicine that will protect our queens against being colonized by the parasites. If the infection is new, we are even able to use this elixir to purge her system of the infection.”

      The young queen’s eyes light up with hope for likely the first time in her short life. That alone makes everything I’ve done worth it. Taking a calming breath, I continue giving details meant to give credence to my claims. “My spawn mate survived, and his clade discovered what at first appeared to be a red gemstone. Argonite is named for the warrior who discovered it.”

      Hian’s expression slips into the semblance of a smile for the first time because he knows of whom I speak.

      “Closer inspection by our healers revealed it is the petrified sap of some long extinct tree. It has properties that are lethal to the parasite but not our queens.”

      He quickly interjects a question that proves he’s taking in every detail of my report. “How can they be assured it is safe for a young Draconian queen when there are only human queens on Onello?”

      “We currently have a handful of young Draconian queens on Onello. They were dosed with the serum and showed no ill effects. Their bodies produced a natural immunity almost immediately.”

      Hian’s cagy expression is back in full force. “Queen Cassandra allowed young queens of our kind to live?”

      Gesturing dismissively with one hand, I reply with what most already know. “Human queens harbor no ill will towards each other, nor our females. The Draconian queens on Onello are treated like royalty, given positions on the high council and have close friendships with Queen Cassandra and the other humans. From what I saw, they were well satisfied with their lot in life.”

      Hian’s young queen turns to look up at him. His expression slips into one that is soft and approving. Without looking at me, he responds, “I wish the serum for my Bethania. However, I will wait until the others have been inoculated before allowing her to be inoculated with this substance.”

      Her wings relax a bit in a gesture of agreement, making me think she is almost as careful as her sire.

      Dipping my head slightly, I respond quietly, “I’m certain that over the years you have learned the value of caution, Commander.”

      Turning to look at me again, he speaks. “We have one other queen on board. I will speak with her sire about your generous offer.” He takes a deep breath before continuing. “You know few are aware that I have a young queen.”

      “Yes. I assume you wish few to know of her existence out of an abundance of caution for her safety. It is a lesson my clade learned at some personal cost as well.” When his brow ridge drops into a confused position, I clarify my cryptic words. “Kryos has returned to fight at our side. I suspect if the infected queens knew that he was here they would stop at nothing to destroy this ship.”

      Finally Hian gives me a genuine unguarded smile. “Your spawn mate is hated by the infected queens for the same reason he is thought a hero among the warriors. My spirits are lifted by the news you bring today, Commander Drake.”

      “I am pleased with this turn of events. All his scions have battle wounds of their own, and I suspect they did not come as well only because they each have a queen and young to protect.”

      There are murmurs of shock rippling through the com on Hian’s side.

      I interject the last bit of important information before they begin asking questions about how one clade can have six clawfuls of human queens from a slaving vessel. Our intention is to encourage them to proliferate throughout the ships in our alliance, for Kryos and I well know most of our ships do not have queens. Holding up one hand in a placating gesture, I quickly add, “Since your ship already has a queen, we do not expect you to present yourself for selection.”

      Raking his claws gently down his small queen’s arm, he responds contentedly, “I have no wish to be chosen by another queen. I am past my prime and no longer a breeder. My Bethania will be of age in a few solars. She is quickly growing into her birthright. We wish the human queens to pass us over in favor of ships in desperate need of a queen.”

      “It will be as you wish, Hian. We are to meet Captain Helox of the Endarion and Mavlonec of the Maldorian in orbit around Salazar in seven cycles. Will you meet with us there? We will discuss battle plans and I will see that you have doses of the serum for your queens.”

      “I would not miss it for fortune or glory, my friend. Long live the alliance.” He says the last part with a smirk. I know he is joking, although he is also dead serious. I suppose this is warrior’s humor that I’m sharing with a male who was born a breeder.

      I respond in kind. “My spawn mate says for queens and glory.”

      Hian laughs. “I like that saying better.” He shoots a quick glance down to his innocent-eyed little queen before responding with all due seriousness, “For queens and glory, then. I look forward to seeing you in seven cycles.”

      When I dip my head, the screen goes blank.

      Stepping back, I release a deep breath and slide down into the command chair. That conversation went better than I thought it would. Hian may be paranoid and cagey, but at least he is familiar enough with me to trust my reporting of our situation. Mavlonec is an entirely different matter. He was forced to fight against Kryos many times when they were thrown in the pit together. They became formidable enemies as is often the case with evenly matched opponents. He also has a reputation for being insidious and deceitful. I will have to handle him a little differently and be prepared to see our alliance with him in a more transactional light. There will be give and take, based on what each of us need the most at any given time. I hardly call that an ally. Therefore, I mull over how much and exactly what information is safe to share with him.
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