
        
            
                
            
        

    
	Killed in a traffic collision, the last thing Lana expected was to wake up under the gaze of two very confused aliens. They were expecting a tribute for the upcoming challenges and instead they got her. Refusing to be one female down, they stick Lana into the line-up, but when the challenges are over and the Warriors choose their females, she’s left unchosen. She understands why. All the other females have stars on their cheeks, emphasizing their blood purity. She’s unmarked, and in this world, it means her blood is weak, useless.

	Lana hopes she might be able to go home somehow—deceased status notwithstanding—seeing as no one wanted her, but Warrior Vall Ridian charges in late. He’s not impressed to be left with a starless female, but as the Administrator running the challenges informs him, shit blood’s better than no blood. It only takes one sip of Lana’s blood for Vall to realize that she’s not a starless female. In fact, her blood is the strongest he’s ever tasted.

	Lana is the key to unlocking the Warriors’ most sacred—and most sorely lost—treasure. With her, they will be able to transform into fully fledged dragons. It’s an incredible gift, but also a dangerous one, as Vall and the pack discover when Lana is stolen from them by a rival pack who have discovered who she is and what she can do. They’ll have to fight to get her back and then to keep her safe.
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Chapter One

	 

	 

	The weather was foul. My windscreen wipers were going top speed and they still couldn’t keep up with the deluge turning the world outside into a blur. In the seat beside me, the engagement party cake I’d spent all morning decorating wobbled as I took a corner too fast.

	“Don’t you dare,” I muttered, reaching out a hand and snagging the box.

	I was late, which I hated, but the actual party didn’t start until 7.30 p.m. and according to the satnav I’d be there at 6.43 p.m.—scrap that, 6.42 p.m.—so I should be in and out before any guests turned up.

	There wasn’t much traffic on the freeway and I lucked out with traffic lights, so it was only 6.36 p.m. when I steered my battered Ford Focus into the car park of the upmarket hotel my clients had chosen to celebrate their forthcoming union. Parking in the Pickup zone and ignoring the sign that warned caterers and tradespeople against doing exactly what I was about to do, I tugged on my slicker and pulled the hood up to cover my hair. When I killed the engine and yanked out the key, the sound of the rain was loud on the roof, drowning out the radio, which had a fault and wouldn’t switch off unless I manually hit the power button.

	Sliding out, I was soaked before I’d even rounded the car and carefully picked up my precious cargo. Thankfully, there were only a few short steps up to the main entrance and then I was inside, the brightly lit foyer pumping out elevator music and seeming like an oasis of calm compared to the storm outside.

	“Hi,” I said, smiling as I approached the immaculately presented receptionist, who looked at me like I was the drowned cat I was sure I resembled. “I’ve got a cake for the Findlay-Robinson engagement party. Which function room are they in?”

	The receptionist frowned and looked at the computer screen in front of her.

	“We don’t have any engagement parties today. Just a fiftieth birthday party and a bar mitzvah.”

	“I think you do,” I replied, a little more shortly than the situation probably warranted. “Findlay-Robinson, April 17th, 7.30 p.m. start.”

	The woman, whose name tag identified her as Janice, looked back to her screen, fingers flying across the keyboard.

	“‘Fraid not,” she said. “Have you got the date wrong?”

	“Definitely not, the bride-to-be sent me a message just this morning.”

	A message in which she’d asked to change the color of the fondant and the wording of the iced message, which was why I was late.

	“I’m sorry, I don’t know what to say. Perhaps she gave you the wrong hotel? Could you call her and check?”

	Giving an annoyed huff, I left the cake balanced precariously on the reception counter and stepped a few feet away to call. The phone rang for long enough that I thought no one was going to answer, but finally Angelica Findlay picked up.

	“Hello?” she trilled.

	“Angelica? Hi, it’s Lana Murray. I’m at the hotel with your cake, but the receptionist here says there’s no party under your name?”

	There was a long pause and then Angelica gasped. “Oh my God! Are you at the Reynolds?”

	“Well...yeah.” My hand tightened on the handset as my annoyance at the receptionist transferred rapidly to my client.

	“I can’t believe we forgot to tell you! We cancelled that! They wanted a ridiculous amount of money just for the function suite and it really wasn’t worth it. We’ve moved the party to my mother-in-law’s. It’s over in Park Green.”

	“Park Green?” That was on the other side of town entirely.

	“Yes.” Another pause. “You will be able to make it on time, won’t you? It’s just, well, if you’re late I really don’t think we’ll be able to pay you your full fee. We want the cake out on display as the guests come in, so they can see it. We’d never have spent so much on it otherwise.”

	Hauling in a deep breath through my nose, I checked my watch. 6.41 p.m.

	“I’ll try,” I ground out.

	“Excellent. I’ll message you the address.” A moment later I was listening to the dial tone. She’d hung up on me.

	“If you’re looking for someone to make your wedding cake, you can find some other mug,” I hissed, stuffing the phone back into my jeans pocket.

	“Did you get it all sorted?” the receptionist asked brightly when I returned to pick up my cake. The box was damp and slightly battered looking. Well, it was going to look a lot worse by the time it got to the party.

	“Yes. Sorry.” I aimed for a cheerful smile and failed miserably. “She changed the location and forgot to tell me.”

	“Oh dear.” The look the receptionist gave me was sympathetic. “Work would be easy if only we didn’t have to deal with the people, right?”

	“Right.” I managed a genuine smile this time before picking up the box and heading back out into the rain. It hadn’t lessened any and now thunder was booming overhead.

	The Ford Focus thought briefly about refusing to move, but I managed to coax it into starting and then took off double time, dashing out into traffic in front of a semi. My attention only half-focused on the thankfully quiet road, I pulled up the new address from Angelica’s message and started to type it into the satnav.

	“Come on, come on,” I muttered, watching it load. Route detected, time of arrival 7.27 p.m. “Yes!”

	Accelerating, I zoomed through a green light—right into the path of a truck, running the red.

	I saw it out of the corner of my eye and had a second to turn, stare into huge headlights barreling right for me. There wasn’t time for fear before it hit me, slamming into the side of the car and wrenching me sideways. My ears ringing, I stared in horror through the shattered windscreen, saw the road spinning as my little Focus aquaplaned across the surface. The cake took a nose-dive off the passenger seat, landing on its side on the floor, icing and sponge leeching out as the box disintegrated. My car careened off the road and down a steep embankment. An oak tree stopped its progress, metal crumpling around the thick trunk.

	My head slammed into the steering wheel and the world finally went black.

	 


Chapter Two

	 

	 

	“This is... not right.” The strangely accented voice cut through oblivion.

	My eyes fluttered open and then closed again as the bright lights drove painful spikes into my brain.

	“Who is she? How did she get here?”

	“Why are you asking me?”

	“Do you see anyone else here to ask?”

	“Well...there’s always her.”

	The voices floated above me, preventing me from slipping back down into unconsciousness. Groaning, I flung an arm over my face. I felt hung over, but I hadn’t been drinking after dropping off the cake at the damned Findlay-Robinson party, I—

	I hadn’t even made it to the party. A swift memory flashed in my mind—the car spinning out of control and then juddering down the embankment, slamming into a tree. Opening my eyes, I ignored the headache pounding at my temples and looked around. I expected to see an emergency room, doctors and gurneys, and all sorts of beeping machines.

	Instead, I was lying on the floor of what looked more like a laboratory than a hospital, and the two men leaning over me and looking worried did not look like doctors. They were dressed wrongly, no scrubs or stethoscopes around their necks. More worryingly, I wasn’t even sure they were men.

	This was...not right.

	One of them held a blanket in his hands. As I stared at him, he leaned forward and handed it to me. I clutched at it gratefully, abruptly aware that I was naked.

	“Hello,” he said, frowning. “Who are you? What are you doing here?”

	What? I frowned back up at him. He was slender, with skin a dark shade of copper. His hair was braided tightly against his skull, a goatee neatly outlining a very pointed chin. He had no eyebrows and his ears were, well, they were pointed too.

	The frowning one frowned even harder and looked at his companion. “She’s not responding. Do you think she even understands us?” He didn’t give his friend a moment to respond—or me a chance to correct him. “What are we supposed to do? The challenges start in a couple of hours, and all the rest of the offerings are already here. Where is the tribute from Farlin?”

	The other one, who looked the same right down to his pointy little ears and, I noticed belatedly, slitted pupils, shrugged.

	“I don’t know, Rin. Maybe she is the tribute from Farlin?”

	Rin snorted. “Does she look like she’s from Farlin to you?”

	“Well, no.” Another shrug. “But I don’t see anyone else coming through, do you?”

	“All right.” Rin took a deep breath and turned back to me. “Hello. Can you understand me?”

	I nodded, wetting dry lips with my tongue. “I can understand you.”

	The nameless one brightened perceptibly, but Rin was still scowling.

	“Who are you? You’re not from Farlin, are you?”

	“No. I...I don’t know where that is.” I looked around me again at the sterile, white room. There wasn’t much in it except a couple of desks and a bed, plus some equipment on a bench behind it. Twisting round, though it hurt, my headache spiking, I saw the wall behind me was slightly different, its surface a shiny, wet looking metal, odd lights edging the outside. “Where am I?”

	I scrambled, not wanting to be lying on the floor when panic was clawing at my insides and telling me something was very, very wrong.

	Rin and his companion leaned forward and grabbed an arm each, helping me to my feet. Though they were both whippet-thin, they were strong, lifting me easily. They were tall, too, I noticed, my gaze level with the middle of their chests.

	“You’re in the receiving chamber,” Rin told me. “We were expecting the tribute from Farlin, but you came through instead.”

	“Came...through?”

	He gestured behind me with his chin and I turned to look once more at the glistening grey wall. “The transporter.”

	All right, then. Either I was in a coma—thank you, truck—or I’d died and old Pastor Jenkins had got the afterlife very wrong in his sermons.

	“What are we going to do with her?” the second one repeated.

	Rin rubbed at his goatee, looking at me thoughtfully. “We’re a tribute down,” he said. “But she’s female. Not Triniun, not with those weird eyes, but look at her. She’s probably compatible.”

	“What are you talking about?” I asked nervously. My gaze darted toward the exit, a set of double doors behind the two men, but I’d no idea what was out there and I was wearing nothing but a thin blanket.

	“She hasn’t got any stars,” the nameless one objected.

	Rin made a face. “Neither did the offerings from Unto and Killia. Someone will be grateful for them, nonetheless. Shit blood’s better than no blood.”

	Blood? I took a step backward, my shoulders colliding with the metal wall. I hissed, hunching forward, though the room was warm, the strange wall was icy cold.

	“Put her in with the rest,” Rin said decisively. “She’s here now, she’ll have to do.”

	 

	I was taken to one of a dozen or so chambers that reminded me worryingly of prison cells. They were small cubes, maybe eight feet by eight feet, with three white walls and one final wall of glass where I could see the six cells opposite—and the “tributes” that inhabited them. They were all female and they all looked younger than my thirty-five years. They also all looked alien, with the pointed ears and skin tones that, while lighter than the males I’d seen, were definitely not human.

	Though none of them looked particularly happy, they weren’t screaming or pounding on the glass like I wanted to do. Most of them lounged on the narrow padded benches that were the only things in each cell, bar a small toilet and tiny sink.

	A whirring noise made me pivot to stare at the back of my cell. A drawer opened out of the apparently seamless wall, and when I cautiously approached to investigate, I found a small pile of clothes. Relieved, I dropped the blanket and pulled on the sleeveless coral-colored tunic top and matching trousers, the same outfit the rest of the women were wearing. There was no underwear, but I definitely felt better being clothed. The drawer returned to the wall and nothing else looked set to appear—like, say, food—so I returned to the front of my cell. I saw the two women opposite had left their benches and were now pressed to the glass, looking over at me.

	“You look strange,” one of them said.

	“And you don’t have any stars,” the other commented.

	Stars. That was the second time I’d heard mention of that. And looking at the women opposite, it was obvious what they were referring to. Both had small stars tattooed beneath their left eyes, two stars on one woman, four on the other.

	“No,” I replied. “I don’t. What are the stars about? What do they mean?”

	The one with four stars raised an eyebrow. “They delineate the purity of your blood. So that the Warrior who claims you for his pack knows how much strength you will bring him.”

	“I see.” I didn’t, not really. “So, more stars is better?”

	Four Stars snorted. “Of course. Five stars is almost entirely pure blood, not that that’s been seen for a hundred years. Two is all right.” She threw the woman in the neighboring cell a grimace. “But not to have any stars at all, well...” She lifted one shoulder in a delicate shrug. “Your Warriors would need to drain you dry just to stay strong enough to fight.” The look she gave me was pitying. “Maybe your test was wrong.”

	“I haven’t been tested,” I said distractedly. The words drain you dry were spinning around my head, complete with visions of Bella Lugosi all dressed up as Dracula.

	“You haven’t? Why were you selected, then?” She gasped. “Are you a criminal? Did you volunteer to escape a death sentence?”

	“No,” I muttered, my attention down the corridor to where Rin was returning, this time accompanied by his friend and two others. They stopped in front of my cell.

	“This is the one,” Rin said, nodding at me. “We’ve scanned her and she seems compatible enough. I don’t see that there’s anything we can do except put her in. We can’t be a tribute short.”

	“Please,” I begged, fighting tears. “Tell me what’s going on.”

	For the first time, Rin looked sympathetic. “We were expecting a tribute from Farlin to come through the gate,” he told me, information I already knew. “Instead we got you.”

	“And?”

	His strange, slitted gaze was steady on mine. “Warriors in need of new thralls have assembled. In a few moments, the challenges will begin. The Warriors will establish their dominance order and then...” He quirked his lips. “They’ll choose their thralls.”

	 


Chapter Three

	 

	 

	Vall Ridian was pissed. The second sun was near to setting, which meant the thrall challenges were about to start, and he was still over a hundred leagues away trying to put down a group of sabers that just wouldn’t die.

	Snarling as one latched onto his back, elongated canines piercing skin and muscle, he reached back and grabbed at a fur covered arm and yanked. There was a snap as the beast’s shoulder joint dislocated, but the bastard still didn’t let go. It dug in deeper, head tossing as it worried at the wound it had inflicted. Vall roared, in anger more than pain, but his attempts to dislodge the saber were hampered by another coming at him head on, teeth snapping in front of his face.

	“I have you!” The rough voice of his Second, Finn, came out of nowhere, flying in from the side and tearing the beast off his back. It hurt, the razor-sharp teeth causing even more damage as they were wrenched free, but at least Vall was released to concentrate on the saber in front of him. Getting a firm grip around its throat, he slashed at its ribs with his karambit, its curved blade finding the gap between the beast’s ribs and cutting into a lung. It was a killing blow, but when he stepped back and released his grip on the saber’s throat, he followed it up with a quick slice across the jugular to be certain. The creature dropped.

	Breathing hard, sweat steaming from him in the cloying, humid air, he looked around. The clearing where they’d found the nest—just half a league from the village which had been stupid enough to sprout up on the edge of the forest—was littered with bodies. The sabers wore only scraps of clothing, mostly bits and pieces they’d stolen either from the village or from the victims they snatched and then ate. They were a crude race, only just evolved from mindless animals, but they bred like nothing else. Trying to keep their numbers in check was pretty much all Vall and his pack did now.

	The sabers fought with their own predatory gifts mostly, but they’d also started to use weapons made from wood and rocks, though there was the odd bit of metal here and there. Vall leaned down to look at one piece in particular, sliding it out from beneath the lax grasp of the hand that had died wielding it.

	“What have you got there?” Finn asked, coming up on his shoulder.

	“A knife,” Vall murmured, turning it over in his hand.

	It was a basic weapon, little more than a sharpened point wedged into a bit of horn, a leather wrap soaked in resin holding the whole thing together. Nothing this crude could be purchased in his world, which meant...”I think they made this.”

	“Metal work?” Finn raised his eyebrows, surprised, then shrugged. “You’re bleeding,” he commented. “It’s pretty bad. You’ll need stitches, I think.”

	“No time,” Vall replied, tucking the find into his pocket. “We need to get out of here.” He raised his voice. “Lyne, Jay, we’re leaving.”

	The darkening sky was a claw tearing at Vall’s insides. His dragon might be crippled and unable to erupt, but it was still there, still alive inside him, and it was painfully aware that the time to claim a thrall was slipping away. If they missed this offering, the pack would have to exist on synth blood for another year. Not such a big deal for Lyne or Jay, or even Finn, but Vall’s dragon was too strong to survive on that muck. A year of it might well kill him, literally.

	“Lyne! Jay!” Annoyed they hadn’t responded immediately to his call—who was the fucking Alpha here?—he edged his voice with acid. Still they didn’t turn, staring at something in the dark beyond the trees.

	“Vall, you need to look at this,” Jay shouted, looking back and waving him over.

	His shoulder burning and his dragon agitated at the delay, Vall strode across the clearing, taking care to avoid stepping on the carpet of blood-splattered limbs. They didn’t have time to do anything about the bodies, but that didn’t mean he’d disrespect them by stomping all over them. Besides, the villages would probably want the meat. Though they were horrified the sabers would consume the victims they snatched, it was apparently perfectly all right for them to do the reverse, and they wouldn’t appreciate boot-shaped bruises all over their next meal.

	“What is it?” he growled, reaching the tree line.

	Jay and Lyne didn’t have to explain—he could see what it was as soon as Lyne pulled back a branch thick with foliage.

	“Shit.”

	There, crouched among the thick grasses, was another saber. A female one. She had stripes running down the side of her face, emphasizing huge dark eyes that were looking at him with fear. At her feet, mewling and crawling all over each other, completely oblivious to the danger they were in, was a litter of tiny pups no more than a couple of days old.

	“What are we going to do with them?” Jay asked.

	The female turned watchful eyes on Jay. At his words, she crouched lower, hunkering protectively over her babies. Her mouth was open to show her teeth and she hissed, but she knew as well as they did that she was no match for the four of them.

	“The villagers would want us to kill them,” Lyne said quietly.

	They would, because they might be tiny and harmless now, but the saber kits would grow, and then they’d just be more pests, deadly ones this time. But fuck if Vall could bring himself to pull a weapon on them or their mother. And if he couldn’t do it, he wouldn’t ask one of his pack to either.

	“Can you understand me?” he asked. They had some words, he knew. It took a moment, but the female gave a small nod. “You need to leave. Go deeper into the forest, well away from the village.” He paused. “If you don’t, I’ll have to come back and kill you. Understand?”

	She was hesitant, and Vall felt impatience twist inside him. He did not have time for this.

	“You need to go,” he repeated.

	“Ssstarving.” The word came out mangled through a mouth not meant for speech, but Vall caught it.

	“Then you’ll have to hunt,” he replied, unmoved. “That’s your choice—go and live, or stay and die.”

	She glowered at him a moment longer, frustrated, but then she retracted her claws and started picking up her babies, one at a time.

	“That way,” Vall repeated, pointing deeper into the forest. “And don’t come back. You hear me?”

	The only response he got this time was a hiss as the female saber turned her back on him and started limping into the trees. Her back leg was mangled, he noticed, the skin healed over but the damage to the bones clearly permanent. No wonder she couldn’t hunt. She’d have to find a way, though. The villagers wouldn’t give a shit that she was lame, or that she had a tiny, innocent armful of cubs. They’d kill her, or haul Vall and his pack back here to do the job for them.

	“You sure that was wise?” Finn asked, coming up behind them and watching the female disappear.

	“You want to kill it?” Vall asked. Finn’s silence was as good as a no. “Come on, we really need to move.”

	They might already be too late. The desperate worry pushed him into a run as he led his pack back to the village. Thank the gods the isolated community had invested in a transporter, or they would never have made it in time. Synth blood aside, Vall had a feeling he needed to be at this offering, and he had learned a long time ago never to ignore his instincts.

	 


Chapter Four

	 

	 

	We were going to be lucky enough to get to watch these challenges, apparently. The glass walls lifted up into the ceiling and we were all marched down the corridor into a space roughly the size and shape of a school auditorium. Four Stars walked in front of me, her steps light and her hair, a lighter tone than mine but thicker, almost like horsehair, twitching in its ponytail with barely contained excitement.

	Not everyone felt the same. The woman behind me was sniffling. A quick glance back told me that she didn’t have any stars. She also had a sickly, faded look about her. There were odd green splotches on her throat and jaw that I thought might be bruises. Looked like I wasn’t the only one who didn’t want to be here.

	There weren’t any benches or chairs for us to sit on, but there was a row of tiny platforms raised a step up from the slightly padded floor. We were walked along this row by Rin and three other males, each of us ushered to step up on one. I found myself somewhere in the middle of the line, between Four Stars and the unhealthy starless woman, who was crying in earnest now. I was trying to think of something comforting to say to her when doors burst open across from us and the group of warriors burst in.

	Warriors was the word. These guys were not stringy-limbed like the unhelpful Rin, who’d ignored all the arguments and pleas I’d thrown at him, walking away after pronouncing me a compatible tribute and fit to take part in this science-fiction B-movie nightmare. They were walking testosterone, thick with muscle and bristling with aggression. The first thing they did was walk the line of tributes, which allowed me to get a better look at them. Most had braided hair, though one or two had shaved theirs, drawing attention to the sharp points tipping their ears. They had masculine features, with hard jaws and pronounced cheekbones, and they all had darker skin tones, some copper-colored like Rin but others shimmering a silvery-grey or dark green in the overhead lights. And I could see a lot of skin, because though most were wearing full length trousers, they all had bare chests, biceps strapped with leather cuffs, the odd one wearing an additional strap diagonally across their pectorals.

	Most of them passed right by me, glancing at my unmarked cheek and then dismissing me, but the woman beside me, the one with the four stars, got a lot of attention. The warriors postured and jostled for position, growling and flashing sharp teeth that made me think they definitely weren’t a vegetarian race.

	Rin appeared with a tablet in his hand, and the warriors reluctantly left the line of women, consulting briefly with Rin as he tapped away on the screen, conducting what I assumed was a roll call. Something had him frowning unhappily, but then he shrugged, uncaring, and tucked the tablet away.

	That was as far as it went for administration. Alarmingly quickly after that, things descended into violence. Though I didn’t understand how it was organized, they broke off into pairs and started fighting. They were short matches, though vicious and explosive, and I couldn’t work out if they were aiming for first blood or just to get their opponent down on the mat. Each fight broke up differently and then the fighters would move on.

	Things got more heated as the challenges progressed. Victories that at first had been celebrated with a pleased nod now received a triumphant roar, losses that had merited a shake of the head now came with a furious hiss or a fist pounding on the floor. Though I’d done nothing but stand and watch in horrified fascination, I was sweating and jittery with panic. It was obvious that things were drawing to a close.

	After that, the warriors would come and pick a prize. With my unstarred cheek and my complete ignorance about where I was and what the world was like out there, I felt very much like the wooden spoon.

	When the choosing started, it was all strangely civilized. The warriors, sweating and breathless, organized themselves into a line. Some looked smugly satisfied, others disappointed with their performance, but they were all eager.

	It was no surprise even to me when the warrior at the front of the line went straight to the woman beside me with the four stars decorating her cheek. She watched him approach with breathless anticipation, a smile on her face. He went right up to her, not speaking a word and buried his nose in her neck. His muffled growl was echoed by a small groan from her, then she visibly flinched, hands coming up from her side to clutch at his shoulders. I couldn’t tell if she was trying to hold him closer or push him away. Whichever it was, it lasted only a moment before her body went lax, head lolling back. She’d fainted. When the warrior pulled away, I saw why. Blood was smeared across his lips, and a lot more of it was seeping from a small wound on her throat, two lines dribbling down toward her collar bone.

	Jesus Christ, they were actual blood drinkers.

	I watched the rest of the choosing in a detached blur. My breathing was creeping toward hyperventilation and my body felt numb. I would have run, but even if I’d had anywhere to run to, I doubted my legs were up to the task. Right now they were struggling just to keep me upright.

	We continued to stand there, women being picked off like we were choosing teams for hockey in PE, until eventually there were just the three of us left. Me, the crying woman beside me and one other who, when I craned my neck to see, also seemed to be
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