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      Previously, in the Warborne Series…

      

      There was a certain gravitas and respect granted to mercenaries, none more so than being a member of the infamous Warborne. Unlike other crews, they didn’t wear colors or insignia on their clothing or kit. They didn’t need to. Everyone knew who they were, as their likenesses were splashed across the media throughout the galaxy and beyond. Forget human superheroes—every little boy and girl wanted to be Warborne.

      And never more so than here, on Skinny’s home planet. To say they were fond of their famous son was an understatement. Beauty had passed no less than five statues and seventeen posters of the big lug in various windows. That he’d come here, come home, for his bonding ceremony, had sent the entire place into a frenzy.

      “That’s him… that’s Beauty!”

      “They say he was the champion of the pits. Undefeated.”

      He didn’t give any indication he heard the excited comments from the two slop-boys huddled near the bar, watching him with wide eyes and more than a healthy dose of hero worship. To be that young again, and so full of wonder…

      But he never had been. As soon as he’d been old enough to understand what he was, and even before, he’d known he had to be careful not to reveal what he was and what he could do… If anyone found out, he’d be hunted and killed like the rest of his race.

      Like his mother.

      Run, Ilar. He remembered her voice, and her hair, but not what she looked like. He’d been too small. Run like the wind and hide. Be careful.

      He’d run, the sound of their door breaking down behind him. He’d run, the sound of his mother’s roar of challenge and defiance behind him. He’d run, the sound of his mother’s final bellow in his ears, imprinted on his memory.

      He could never reveal what he was, not even to his Warborne brothers.

      The bleep of the comp on his wrist drew his attention. Putting down his tankard, he flicked on the display. One of his seeker programs had been flagged.

      He frowned as he read the notification. A new shipment of fighters had been delivered to Tarviisa. Even though he had long since earned his freedom from the pits, he was still reigning champion. More than that… some of his wins had included shares. So keeping an eye out was just good business practice.

      Normally though, a new shipment wouldn’t have flagged any of his programs. Confused, he flicked open the manifest, watching a vid of the new slave-fighters being unloaded.

      When a female trudged out, hands manacled in front of her, his eyes shot open. A growl rolled through him from the darkness within he dared not show anyone lest they discover his real nature, and he shot to his feet in shock.

      The new shipment to the pits didn’t just contain a human female.

      It contained Marika’s lost sister.
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      The Star Lounge was the shittiest bar in the shittiest sector of Versia III. And, as such, it didn’t attract the best level of clientele.

      Natalia, Nat to the very few people she called friend, sighed as she kept an eye on the raucous group in the corner and wiped the bar down with a rag. The battered steel countertop was too old and pitted to gleam, but she did what she could, moving from left to right. She didn’t want any of the customers to catch anything on her watch.

      Movement tugged at the corner of her eye. One of the whores sashayed her way through the bolted-down tables and chairs over to the small group near the shuttered window. At least, she didn’t want them catching anything from the drink, anyway. Anything else they caught was not the Star Lounge’s business or responsibility.

      And, well, she’d noticed the tattoo that peeked out over the neckline of the girl’s top. She was one of Prantok’s, who didn’t keep his girls in the best condition. He often scrimped on their immunizations and meds. Just last week one of her regulars, Kevin, had come in and complained that his dick had almost rotted and fallen off after he’d hired one of Prantok’s girls. He’d offered to show Nat, but she’d politely declined. Most of the regulars at the bar knew not to push her to an impolite refusal. That way led to more than bruised egos.

      Not her circus, she told herself firmly as voices rose in the corner. Then the whore stomped out the door, slamming it behind her. Nat caught the eye of Knox, the bouncer on the door, who shrugged, spreading shovel-like hands. The expression said it all. Obviously, services had been offered, but a price hadn’t been agreed on... which meant insults had been exchanged. Whatever had been said, it had to be fairly serious. Whores didn’t usually like to burn bridges with potential customers.

      The order tab embedded in the surface of the bar sparked to life with a drink order. Moving over, she glanced down at it and sighed. The casing glass had fogged up. Banging the counter with a heavy fist, she released the cage underneath and slid the pad free so she could read it.

      Cazlos, the bar’s owner kept it locked up in case any of his staff decided to steal the "expensive tech" he’d had installed. Her lip curled back as she flicked through the order, lining up glasses. Not that any of them would want to pinch this piece of junk. It was at least ten years out of date and would probably stop accepting updates soon. Besides, all of them knew where to hit the bar to make the case underneath release.

      Sliding it back, she locked it into place and finished making the drinks. She loaded them on her tray and walked over to the table by the window. The scratched plexiglass was shuttered, the mesh on the outside cutting daylight while it protected the glass from being smashed. Not that anyone wanted to look outside in this sector. Not with its crammed streets and pollution. The buildings were all dilapidated steel and concrete in monotonous lines that reeked of hopelessness and despair. Sector 4-B was the place parents in the other sectors warned their kids about.

      “If you don’t do well at school, you won’t get a good job. You’ll end up in Sector 4-B.”

      It was the place dreams came to die. People too. They were the lucky ones. The unlucky ones... you saw those every day, shuffling to and from their shifts at some low-paid factory, or blank-eyed on the streets, their veins full of whatever cheap shit the street dealers were hawking.

      For her, Sector 4-B was a place to hide—a place no one cared who you were or if you used a false name to rent a habitat-pod. Hell, half the landlords weren’t legal themselves. They rarely asked questions, and if one did, she cut and ran.

      “Okay...” she said as she reached the table, looking through the drinks. “I got an Aertos lager, two scotches, and a Sunrise on the Rings.”

      The four men at the table grunted or made some other indication when she mentioned their drink choices. Dressed like dock workers, three had the hard faces and expressions of born sector 4-Bers. They were second or third generation for sure, born and bred in the shit. The last one, with the sparkly pink cocktail in front of him, was different. He was softer, definitely a new import trying to imitate the hard man attitude of his friends.

      “Yeah, darling. Are you on the menu?” He leered at her and sniggered at his friends.

      “Nope.” She didn’t let her expression alter, swiping his credit chip over her payment module. It bleeped to register the sale. “Since you ran the last whore off, you’ll have to step outside to find a different one.”

      “You should be, slut,” he snarled when she dropped his chip back on the table. The new balance glowed on the side. “The price of these drinks, you should be on the fucking house.”

      He reached out, obviously intending to grab her ass. She didn’t let him. Grabbing his wrist before it could reach its destination, she yanked him around and slammed him face-first against the table, his cheek mushed up against the battered steel. It groaned against the bolts that held it firmly against the floor.

      “Oh for fucks sake, Merv. Do you have to be such a twat?”

      “Merv, you fucking idiot. I like the beer here!”

      “No means no, asshole. I won’t tell you again. You’re barred.” She looked up at his friends, her glare hard. They all leaned back, their hands raised in surrender. It wasn’t just the Star Lounge that had a rep. She had her own.

      “Get him out of here,” she ordered. “I don’t want to see him again. The rest of you, consider this your final warning. Any more trouble and I’ll ban you too. Now... fuck off.”

      She let go of Merv with a hard shove and walked away from the table, spinning her tray in one hand. The other customers suddenly found their drinks the most interesting things on the planet. And so they should. None of them would risk pissing her off, and not just because she could bar them from the Star Lounge.

      Sector 4-B wasn’t the lowest rung of the ladder. Even down here, shit sank to the bottom. If you were out of luck, out of money, or owed someone, the only place left to go was the Cages—a place where the desperate went to pay off a debt or earn some cash in brutal, hand-to-hand combat.

      Nat was neither desperate or in debt, but she was the queen of the cages. And no one crossed the queen.

      The rest of her shift passed without incident. By midnight, she wiped down the bar for the last time with a sigh. Dropping the rag in the recycler, she grabbed her jacket and bag to head out.

      Knox grinned as he held the door open for her. A former cage fighter, he was brutally scarred down one side of his face. She recognized energy lance burns when she saw them but she’d never asked. Professional courtesy.

      “Great move on that asshole earlier,” he offered. “When you gonna throw some of that sugar my way, sweet stuff?”

      She chuckled and flipped him off as she skipped down the steps in front of the bar. Even though she liked Knox, she always stayed out of reach—anyone’s reach.

      “Get in a cage with me, handsome, and I’ll throw you around all you like. But last I heard, you’d gone soft and don’t fight no more.”

      He shuddered in delight at her words. “Oooh, you say the nicest things. You sure you don’t want me to walk you home? Nasty bastards out this time of night. A lady like you needs protection.”

      She laughed as she walked off down the street. “You tell that to the Vroala loader I beat last week. He’s in Mercy Medical unit while they figure out how to pin his limbs back on. See you on the flip side!”

      “Yeah, laters sweet stuff.”

      She turned left at the top of the street and headed for the nearest mag station.

      “Oh, you’ve gotta be kidding me,” she groaned as she reached it and found a security guard shuttering the doors. “Don’t tell me it’s fucking out again?”

      “Yeah.” The guard didn’t even look at her. “Relays down on Fourth are out. Maintenance say it’ll take all night.”

      “Fuck it,” she hissed and then sighed as she pulled her hood up against the slight drizzle. “Okay, thanks. Night.”

      “Night,” the guard replied absently, still locking up. The light over the station door changed from "Metro Station Four-Seventeen" to "Station Closed."

      It took her an hour to walk back to the habitat-pod she was currently renting. Not that it needed to take that long, but she’d long ago learned never to be predictable or take a direct path to where she lived. That just invited trouble. And that was just for the name on her current identity papers. If anyone found out her birth name...

      Yeah, that was a whole level of shite she didn’t want to wade into and the reason she had a second set of papers in a completely different name hidden under her floorboards along with an escape plan if she needed to cut and run.

      However, nothing was out of place when she reached her building, nor had anyone followed her home. She sighed as she disengaged the triple locks on her door, a security upgrade she’d added when she’d moved in, and then closed the door behind her.

      The locks automatically re-engaged as she dumped her bag on the floor and shrugged out of her coat. Walking across to the sideboard, she poured herself a scotch.

      “Lights on, half brightness,” she ordered. “Screen display Heath five seven, please.”

      The lights in the pod swelled to life, casting warm illumination over the small space. The picture "window" that made up one wall blinked on, showing a large fireplace on the left, and a pair of French doors on the right. The view from them was a range of snow-covered mountains. Of course, it was all electronic trickery; the only thing on the other side of that wall was another tiny habitat-pod like this—a single-roomed dwelling with a kitchenette in one corner and a small bathroom cubicle in the other.

      Dropping onto the low couch that also served as her bed, she half-closed her eyes. If she let her vision slide out of focus, she could almost believe she was in a little mountain lodge in front of a roaring fire.

      Taking a drink of the cheap scotch, she tipped her head back. She should sleep. She had a long day tomorrow at the bar and a fight at the end of it. If she won this one, she might finally have enough money to get off the planet.

      If she didn’t die in the cage first…
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        * * *

      

      The cage was a thing of brutality—a place where she had to put everything else aside and survive.

      Nat stood in one of the fighters' enclosures, looking through the one-way glass as she slowly wrapped her hands. Her gaze didn’t leave the octagonal construction in the center of the hall. A decommissioned factory, it had been repurposed for the fights. They were totally illegal, but since half the police force was either out there in the baying crowd or paid to look the other way, legality meant nothing here.

      The hall had begun to fill rapidly as the headline fight—her fight—got closer. She ignored the crowds. Some fighters played up to them, but she never did. They weren’t her goal and never had been. She’d never wanted the notoriety of being the "Cage Queen," her face plastered over walls and screens. For her, it was all about the money. It had only ever been about the money. With that, she could get off this rock once and for all and retire somewhere in the outer rings where no one knew her.

      Somewhere her father could never find her.

      She’d never met him, but she knew who he was. And if anyone else ever found out his name, they’d sell her out to him quicker than blink. No honor among thieves or residents of Sector 4-B.

      The current match ended as she finished wrapping her hands with simple wraps, nothing fancy. She never fought in the weaponized bouts, only ever hand to hand. It was bloody and brutal, but she was more likely to survive. She’d seen what an energy lance did to the human body. There was no coming back from that.

      “Queenie, you ready?” a voice asked from the door. It was Sallac, one of the ushers who would escort her down to the cage in place of the trainer she’d never had and the compere she refused to hire.

      “Almost,” she reached for a small injector, pressing it to her neck. The hiss as the scent-blockers hit her bloodstream made her wince, but it was necessary. Some fighters used chemical enhancement on their senses, sensitive to pheromones. She didn’t want her own biology to give another fighter an advantage.

      “Okay, good to go.”

      She turned and followed him out of the door. As soon as they entered the hall, the noise hit her like a wall of sound.

      “Cage Queen! Cage Queen! Cage Queen!” the crowd chanted.

      She ignored them like she always did. Sallac and one of his buddies walked on either side of her, stopping the crowd from reaching out to touch her. They didn’t get paid for it, not from her anyway. She refused to share any of her winnings, not even in wages to the staff most fighters maintained. She suspected they did it for the kudos—the social standing that came from being linked with the cage champion.

      Halfway down the ramp, though, a small group stepped out to block her path. She pulled up short, keeping her expression neutral.

      Vasa Netzon stood in front of her, his bully boys staring Sallac and Hinge down. A privacy bubble snapped into place, cutting off the sound of the crowd roaring and ensuring their conversation remained between them.

      “Natalia!” He smiled the greasy smile of the professionally morally corrupt. “Have you given any thought to my proposal?”

      He’d asked her to work for him months ago. She’d said no, but he’d kept up the pressure since, each offer more salubrious and enticing than the last. The last one had included a house in her name in New Manatri, more money than she could imagine, and a harem of men and women, whatever took her fancy, for her bed. All if she said yes and became his creature, did his bidding as he wanted, when he wanted, how he wanted.

      It was enticing, but for one thing. She’d never be able to leave. Not just the planet but him. No one ever left Vasa.

      “Thank you for the kind offer,” she said, ignoring the fact Sallac and Hinge stiffened beside her. No one said no to Vasa. Until her. “But my answer is no.”

      Anger flared in the back of Vasa’s eyes, and he stepped forward. She stood her ground, refusing to show fear. Fear was a weakness. A shark like Vasa would smell it like blood in the water. His expensive cologne wound around her as he leaned in to murmur in her ear.

      “Are you sure? Rell looks like he’s going to go the full ten rounds,” he said, looking up at the banner of her opponent on the wall to their right. He was a tall ex-ganger, the scar on his cheek ruined by an energy lance burn.

      She shrugged. “He does. He doesn’t. Fate will decide.”

      “Uhmmm, well, I would have thought a savvy woman like you might want to consider giving fate a little helping hand...” His lips curved into a small smile. “He’s one of mine. One gesture and I can have him go down... shall we say in the seventh? Give you a good showing. The crowd will never realize.”

      She drew in a deep breath. She should have known Rell was one of Vasa’s. He was an asshole with a brutal rep, which ensured popularity with the crowds. But his technique was sloppy. She’d wondered how he’d won against some of the fighters he had. It all made sense now.

      “No thanks.” She winked. “I’m good.”

      “Pity,” Vasa mused, reaching out to stroke a fingertip down her cheek. She yanked her head back, nostrils flaring as she clamped down on the temptation to knock his teeth out. “You had such a pretty face as well. If there’s anything half decent left after this, I might see my way clear to offering you a room in one of my houses on Joule Street. Plenty of customers will pay to fuck a fighter, even a defeated one. They don’t care how fucked up you look.”

      “Fuck you,” she hissed, glaring at him with her fists clenched tightly at her sides.

      “Ahh, well,” he chuckled. “You might get your wish there. I always test out our new girls. I might even let you heal a little first, just to be nice. Or,” his voice hardened, “then again, I might not. I do like a screamer. Good luck with your fight.”
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      She kept her expression impassive as the privacy bubble snapped off, growling an obscene curse under her breath as the roar of the crowd came back. Vasa touched his fetlock in a mocking salute as he stepped back into the crowd again. The masses parted as he and his entourage made their way back to his "box," a group of seats with the best view. She doubted he paid for them. Men like him never paid for anything they didn’t have to.

      She put that from her mind as she continued down to the cage. Once there, she turned to salute the crowd, one fist in the air. It was all she gave them, ever. Even if she didn’t want to, she knew she had to. They were the ones who bet on her, after all, making her popular in the ring. It was a tight, corrupt little loop.

      They responded with a roar that nearly raised the roof. If the cops hadn’t already been paid off, they’d know for sure something was going on in here. No amount of sound suppressors could contain that much noise.

      Turning, she ducked through the small gate in the side of the cage as Sallac held it open for her. Meeting his eye, she gave him a small nod, and he locked it behind her. It would only be unlocked again when she’d either won or was dead. Vasa’s threats held no power in here. If she didn’t win, she wouldn’t step out of the cage.

      “Ready to die, queen bitch?” a gravelly voice called out.

      She turned to face her opponent. Rell had at least a foot and probably well over a hundred pounds on her. On paper, the match was utter suicide. But the prize pot was the biggest she’d ever seen and the only thing that had gotten her back in the cage.

      “Always,” she shot back. “Are you?”

      “I’m not going to die, little girlie, but I’m gonna take you apart.” He laughed and threw his arms in the air as the crowds outside chanted his name.

      She ignored his theatrics and rolled her shoulders. She’d made sure to stretch and warm up while in the prep room, limbering up. All that remained now was getting her head into the game. Taking a deep breath, she pushed everything out of her mind until her reality narrowed down to the surrounding cage, the floor under her feet, and Rell in front of her.

      All that mattered was winning, her entire being focused on the outcome of this match. But she didn’t focus on the what-ifs and maybes. In here she lived a quarter minute at a time. Everything narrowed down to the next few seconds.

      The bell rang and she moved.

      Launching herself into motion, she ran at the side of the cage, leaping up to plant a booted foot against the mesh. Twisting violently in mid-air, she lashed out, catching Rell across the jaw.

      He staggered back, a stunned look on his face. The crowd roared in approval as she dropped back down to the floor behind him.

      He whipped around wildly, swinging for her. She ducked, evading his swings, and slammed two heavy punches into the left of his ribcage.

      Like with all her opponents, she’d studied his form and checked out his history. Often, she watched previous matches until late into the night, figuring out how best to beat each opponent. The highly analytical approach had been both her calling card and the root of her success. It meant she knew that Rell had sustained bad breaks to his ribs on that side and had scarred lungs due to an industrial accident on the docks as well as the fact his right knee had been replaced.

      That last wouldn’t help her much, other than tell her to avoid the joint itself. She wouldn’t be able to break it. But... it did mean there would be weak spots in the limb both above and below, where the replacement had been grafted onto the real bone.

      “You fucking bitch!” he hissed, turning and aiming a kick at her side. She danced out of the way to avoid getting hit. She could take a few from him, but not many, and she certainly couldn’t afford to get taken to the ground. If that happened, he’d easily pin her, and the match was over.

      “Oh, change the record!” she snarled, feinting with a high kick on the left. As expected, he swiped for her leg with his arm, trying to snarl her up. She hadn’t fully extended, so she snapped the foot back and out again, catching him right in the nose.

      Bone crunched and blood splattered down his face. He staggered back, hands over his face as he howled in pain.

      When he met her eyes, his were bloodshot. “You’ll pay for that,” he hissed.

      That was when she saw it. His pupils went from pin-pricks to fully blown in the space of a heartbeat. Her eyes widened. Shit. He was juiced. Even in an illegal match that was illegal. All the fighters drug tested before they stepped into the ring. He must have subdermal implants rigged ready to dump the stuff into his system when he needed it.

      Which meant she was fucked. Completely and utterly fucked. He wouldn’t feel pain or stop for injury. With juice in his system, he would fight until he’d ruined his body and his heart gave out.

      Backpedaling, she reassessed her strategy while he roared and played up to the crowd, smearing the blood from his face all over his arms.

      He dropped his head and grinned at her, his teeth covered in blood and a feral light in his eyes. When he charged, she knew that was it. She either stepped up, or she died. Right here. Right now.

      She waited, staying in place until she could practically smell his fetid breath across her face. All her survival instincts screamed at her, but she stayed still until the very last moment and then ducked to the side. The hard ball of her fist caught him in the front of his throat, but she was already gone before he could react. Sliding under his arm, she used the back of his calf as a stepping stone to slam her elbow down into the back of his neck, where the skull met the spine. He stopped, pulled up short by the dual assault as he clutched at the front of his throat, but she didn’t stop moving. Running across the cage behind him, she bounced off the wall and flip-turned. Looping a leg around his neck, she used him as a swing, throwing her weight viciously to the other side. Her thighs clamped tightly and the grisly crunch of breaking bone filled the air.

      She gasped as they both dropped to the floor and then pushed the cooling body off her, standing to the roars of the crowd. She’d done it. She’d beaten Rell and won the prize pot, but since Rell was Vasa’s man, she’d condemned herself to death at the same time.

      She was finally free. If she could stay alive long enough to get off the planet.
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        * * *

      

      “Are you sure you don’t want to stay for a drink?” Sallac asked as she shrugged her jacket on. He hovered by the door of the changing room, obviously uncomfortable with the idea of venturing further. She didn’t blame him. He’d sought the link with her, but now Vasa would be gunning for her. Being in her company wasn’t the safest place on the planet.

      She shook her head as she stuffed her fight clothes into her pack. Her credit chip lay on top. The new figure on the front made her smile grimly. Fight prizes were always in unregistered credits. If they weren’t, she would have been screwed because she had no doubt that Vasa had called in favors, and any credit attached to her name was already revoked.

      Her fingertips brushed the hidden pocket of her bag holding her new identity papers and the chameleon mask that would fool any facial rec programs long enough for her to get through the streets. All she had to do was reach the spaceport and book passage on any cheap cruiser heading out of the system with a return ticket, even though it would cost her more. A one-way ticket would automatically arouse suspicion.

      “No, I’m good. I just want to get out of here and go home. Get some rest,” she lied smoothly. Everything she needed was in her pack. Everything still in her habit-pod was expendable. Nothing left behind would lead to either her old or her new life. She smiled at Sallac as she walked toward the door, slinging her pack over her shoulder.

      “Why don’t you head on up to the winner’s lounge, take advantage of the free drinks. They’ve got you down as one of my staff. Right? You and Hinge?” She’d had to list someone on the official forms, so Sallac and his buddy had been it. They might as well get something out of walking her down to the cages all this time.

      “Yeah? You sure?” He perked up.

      Entrance to the winner’s lounge was nothing to sniff at. Food and drink up there was free and plentiful. More than that, it was top-quality stuff, one meal packing in more nutrition than a month of the junk anyone in Sector 4-B could afford. It boasted actual meat and vegetables, rather than factory grown proteins and fungi masquerading as something edible.

      “Knock yourself out.” She nodded. “And make sure to get a doggy-bag to take home. Okay?”

      “Awesome, I will. Thank you.” He held the door open for her. “Thanks, Ms. Heath. See you for the next fight.”

      She winked over her shoulder. “See you on the flip side.”

      Walking out the door, she took a deep breath as the coldness of the night air hit her. She’d never see Sallac again. Pity. He was a nice guy.

      Pulling the hood of her jacket up against the chill and the drizzle, she shoved her hands in her pockets and started walking. Her breath plumed on the air, her heart rate above normal. As always, she kept to the shadows and doubled back on herself in case someone was tailing her. It was a routine as easy to her as breathing, but right now, it had never been more important. The last thing she wanted was anyone following her as she headed toward the space dock.

      Halfway there, she paused and stepped into a dark alleyway. For a moment she froze in the darkness, all her senses expanded. Even for Sector 4-B this was a rough area, but she was here for a reason.

      Satisfied no one had followed her or was watching, she stopped and stripped off her jacket. Stuffing it in a nearby bin, she pulled a top from her pack. It was black with long sleeves that covered her hands. Sliding it on, she altered the shoulder strap of her pack so she could carry it across her body. Finally, she put on the chameleon mask, hidden in a pair of UV-filter glasses. Most people wore them if they couldn’t afford the meds to make up for the sector’s dodgy shields.

      Smiling, she stepped out of the alley. The change of clothing was small but significant, hopefully enough to slough off the Natalia Heath identity and take up the one on the new papers in her pocket. Krista Marks was as far from Nat as she could get. Her new history had her down as a xenosystems analyst for one of the big Pharma industries, specializing in utilizing native flora for food production. Definitely not an illegal cage fight champion and part-time waitress.

      Striding toward the docks, she took a more direct route. No one had followed her. She was sure of it. Already she could taste that recycled air on the cruiser as she left this godforsaken system for new "shores." Once she hit the main space trade routes, she’d switch vessels and head to the outer systems. They were always advertising for colonists. She could make a new life out there without anyone asking too many questions.

      The slight crunch of a boot behind her made all the hairs go up on the back of her neck. Instantly, she analyzed the sound. It was about ten feet behind her, which was a problem because she was at least a hundred feet from the junction. This street had been empty when she’d turned into it, and she hadn’t heard any doors open on the way. Which meant...

      A bag dropped over her head. Shit. Vasa had found her. She bellowed in fury, throwing her weight and kicking out as hard hands grabbed her.

      “Draanth! Trevia jakesh tri da vani?”

      “Utesh! Eshna br’vitav tolonokesh!”

      Deep male voices growled as they dragged her backward, the words punctuated by grunts of pain as she landed heavy blows.

      “What the fuck! Let me go, you assholes!” she hissed, crying out as her arm was twisted up her back. She kicked out again, rewarded with another grunt of pain.

      Before she could do it again, light crackled, visible through the fabric over her head. It touched her chest, and everything went away.
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