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A wanted criminal chaser. A revolution. A truth worth killing for.

Aeternai wanted criminal chaser Raya Langton has spent years perfecting the art of pursuit and waiting for the day when she has enough credits to avenge her parents’ murder. But when a routine capture unravels into a galaxy-spanning conspiracy, she finds herself protecting the very man she was hired to bring in, sheltering a traumatized orphan, and standing at the heart of a rebellion that could fracture the Galactic Unity Alliance.

With powerful forces gathering against the Unsworn rebellion and long-buried secrets about her parents coming to light, Raya must choose: stay in the shadows or embrace a destiny that could reshape the future of entire worlds. Because sometimes the deadliest battles aren’t fought with weapons—but with truth.


To Dawn


Prologue

From the Unbounded Earth Histories

They have been known by many names throughout the ages—Avowed, Unboundaried, Unbounded, Renegades, Unsworn, and, much later, Aeternai. Before mortals on Earth were aware of their existence, they were also referred to as vampires, fae, or immortals. Indeed, they were unbounded by time, with a life expectancy of two thousand years that seemed everlasting to mortals, whose relatively short lives burned and flickered out like the flame of the thinnest candle.

They were not, however, immortal, and they could be killed in two ways. The most common method involved the complete severing of the three focus points of mind, heart, and reproductive system. Starvation in a sealed room where they could not absorb the necessary nutrients for life was another way, though this was essentially the same as the first; true death would occur only after a complete breakdown of the focal point connections, which could take decades, after which there was no return.

In their early days on Earth, their advancements in both science and art made them envied and desired, but also endangered, as mortals sought them out in secret to use and control them. Consequently, the Avowed retreated from the surface, shielding their majestic city, Sinalta, and sinking it into the depths of the ocean, where they remained hidden for over three thousand years.

Some chose to remain on the surface, living in secret among mortals after separating centuries earlier from the Avowed. These individuals called themselves Unboundaried or Unbounded. Eventually, the Unbounded split into two groups: the Renegades, who sought to protect mortals, and the Emporium, a mega-corporate conglomerate that preyed upon them. Mortals known as Hunters, originally descended from Unbounded but not gifted with the Change, sought to eradicate all Unbounded. The Renegades ultimately won the war—but only after revealing themselves to the mortal world and forging a temporary truce with the Hunters.

Eventually, Unbounded rediscovered the Avowed and raised Sinalta from the ocean. Over the millennia, the hidden Avowed had also divided into two factions: the Avowed and the Unsworn. The rebellion of the Unsworn, like that of the Renegades before them, aimed to protect innocent mortals born into the Avowed populace. In the ensuing battle to safeguard these mortals, the Unsworn and Unbounded triumphed, ushering in a new peaceful age.

Utilizing a combination of Avowed and Unbounded technologies for shielding and folding space, they constructed ships and finally left Earth in search of their origins, eager to leave behind the mortals who either hunted or worshipped them. Refusing to completely abandon the mortals they had secretly protected for generations, they shared their technology, enabling mortals to follow them into space. There, they discovered other inhabited human worlds, whose histories also mentioned, albeit briefly, long-lived beings. Mortals multiplied and explored until it became logical for the Unbounded to establish the Galactic Unity Alliance to preserve peace and protect both mortals and Unbounded alike.

After several centuries of searching and more than fifty light-years from Earth, Unbounded and Avowed discovered not a world of long-lost relatives, but an uninhabited ancestral planet decimated by civil war. Only the ruins of great cities and records of survivors fleeing the planet in search of new homes remained. The Unbounded rebuilt, creating a system of governance they hoped might, finally, stand the test of time. In honor of what once was, they restored the planet’s ancient name: Aeterna.

Aeterna is now home, a refuge of peace for nearly a thousand years. The Avowed, Unboundaried, and Unbounded—all those whose DNA causes them to Change—have united as Aeternai. Their mortal offspring, which still account for fifty percent of their births despite fertility manipulation, are called Aeternix. Both groups live peacefully on Aeterna, a private people who prefer to remain apart from the rest of humanity while continuing to assist the Galactic Unity Alliance as needed.

Aeternai are revered throughout the galaxy for their wisdom, honored for their history of protection, and often worshipped as near-immortal gods. However, they are also hated and feared—and not without reason. Some mortals, known as Hunters, still pass down the memory of secret grievances and the knowledge of murders committed by the Emporium Unbounded on Earth, who once strayed from their duty.

Few Aeternai choose to leave their new world. But now, whispers of unrest have begun to ripple through the galaxy, and the fragile peace Aeternai have long safeguarded teeters on the brink of collapse. Ancient enemies, once thought vanquished, stir in the shadows, and alliances threaten to crumble under the weight of forgotten grudges and new ambitions. For the first time in centuries, Aeternai must look beyond the serenity of Aeterna’s skies and decide whether to risk the sanctuary they’ve built to preserve the balance of the galaxy—or watch as the flames of discord consume the mortal planets.


Chapter 1

The overpowering stench of grease, rum, and sour beer saturated the dark interior of Grog’s Shop. The high volume from the pub’s Saturday night occupants and the blaring datascreen didn’t change as I entered, but even as my eyes rapidly adjusted to the dimness, I noted most of the gazes shifting in my direction. The reaction wasn’t unusual in a place like this, where half the crowd was running from the law or looking for their next mark. But this initial scrutiny was followed by double-takes and long stares. Not because I was physically beautiful in any extraordinary way, but because I carried an indefinable, compelling presence that drew attention, even if no one could pinpoint why. I was Aeternai.

My body began absorbing automatically, snatching tiny molecules of nutrients from the air and sucking them in through my pores. Besides the grease and rum, I also detected the savor of questionable meat, lemon, too much salt, and spinach that was beginning to rot. After a week in space with only rations, I couldn’t blame my body for being eager, especially when underneath the sourness and rot, the faintest aroma of fresh bread emanated from the swinging door behind the partially bald barkeep who was filling dirty mugs at a barrel. Consciously, I upped my rate of absorption to achieve peak physical readiness.

Dreius Colburn was exactly where I expected him to be—on a stool at the long bar, his wide shoulders hunched over a plate of slop and his big right hand grasping a mug of what was probably two-water grog. His long black hair lay lank over his dirty white muscle shirt. Now that I’d verified my intel, I let out a breath I hadn’t realized I’d been holding. My luck seemed to be on the rise. It was only a matter of capturing the criminal and dragging him back to Earth for my bounty. As simple as hacking the proverbial open port.

Close to ninety kilos, he outweighed me by thirty. He was more flab than muscle, but the way he carried himself radiated an utter lack of concern not shown by many people on Senuvus, where anything was available for the right price. This hinted he had at least some fighting skills.

The mortal didn’t stand a chance.

I allowed myself a tight, satisfied smile. Easy pickings. I’d have to get him alone, not because I couldn’t take him—along with all the other occupants of the pub—but because if I was shot in the head, or even temporarily killed, I didn’t have a safe place to wait for healing. I was also down to my last vial of curequick, and buying more wasn’t at the top of my priority list. Not only because of my diminished credit account, but because it was too easy to become dependent, a danger I wasn’t willing to risk without good reason, not after the last time. Besides, if I didn’t take Dreius away from prying eyes, someone here might put two and two together and realize he was worth more than whatever credits they were making in an entire year doing danger duty in the Senuvus ruby mines.

As the ruby mining capital of this sector of the Milky Way, Senuvus had developed an English-speaking economy centered around the trade—much like ancient Thailand on Earth before its mines were exhausted. This was precisely why Dreius had come here. His last heist netted him an uncut ruby over a hundred carats, his biggest score to date, and the one that had earned the hefty bounty on his head. Only on Senuvus could he hope to sell the ruby for a decent price without immediately alerting authorities. While he’d have to accept a significant cut on the gem’s true value, the proceeds would be more than enough to keep him supplied with sour grog, questionable company, and basic rations for years to come.

Which was far more than I had without returning to Aeterna and admitting failure to my family, which simply wasn’t an option after the way I’d left. No matter how I spun it, I needed this payout. Badly.

Under continuing stares, I made my way to one of the empty stools next to my mark, my gag reflex telling me why they were both vacant, though the pub was surprisingly busy. Bathing regularly was clearly not one of my target’s priorities.

Dreius was saying something unintelligible to a fifty-something waitress with mousy, yellow-dyed hair pulled back in a tight bun, her navy tank top more damp than dry. Perspiration bubbled on her neck and around her hairline.

As she placed a full shot glass in front of him, his hand closed over hers. “I got credits,” he bragged loudly, blinking at the lopsided tag on her blouse. “That’s right, uh, Bette. Lots of credits. You should be nice to me.” Which told me he’d already cashed in, but the bounty was on his head, not for the ruby, so I didn’t much care.

A ripple of aversion passed over the waitress’s face, followed so quickly by undisguised greed that I doubted the dirtbag Dreius saw it. “Does that mean you’re going to leave me a big tip?” Her voice was loud and playful. “If you promise to, I’ll throw in a slice of bread for free. It’s just out of the oven.”

“Hah!” barked a man down the bar. “You said the same thing to me an hour ago, and it was cold then.”

Bette shrugged. “You never leave me a good tip. This new guy hasn’t stiffed me yet, so he’s still got a chance for warm bread.”

Dreius frowned. “Make it two slices,” he muttered, removing his hand and tossing back whatever hard liquor she’d given him. “And they’d better be thick if you want any tip.”

Her smile didn’t falter, but she glanced once at the barkeep, who hadn’t appeared to notice the request. “I’ll have to charge you for one or get fired.”

He glared at her before grinding out, “Fine.”

The waitress moved away, barking an order through the swinging door, and there ended the flirtation or exhortation, or whatever it was.

My turn to go to work. “Mind if I sit here?” I indicated the chair on his right, closest to the opening in the counter that allowed the barkeep to take people their orders at the tables.

“Free world,” he ground out, scarcely glancing over. Then the familiar double-take. He looked around, as if to make sure I was talking to him and not some better man behind him. His face was fleshy, and though he was in his mid-thirties, some five or so years older than my physical age, he looked a decade older. If we met again in forty years at the prison on Exileon where I was going to send him, I’d appear the same, and if he hadn’t been knifed, he’d either be a hunched old man or long dead of a heart attack. It would have been enough to make me feel sorry for him if he hadn’t terrorized a child and killed a gardener during the ruby heist. He’d made the jump from petty theft to grand larceny to murder in record time. I planned to stop him before it happened again.

“Sure, you can sit.” Dreius leered. “You’re hot.” A waft of alcohol and bad breath hit me.

“Aren’t we all?” I smirked. “This is Senuvus, after all.”

He blinked stupidly. “I didn’t mean—”

“I know.” I waved the comment away and glanced toward the door to the pub. “Look, can we pretend we’re together for a minute? I don’t think he’ll dare follow me in here because he owes too many people credits, but in case he does, it would be better if I’m not alone.”

He followed my gaze, his back straightening and chest expanding. “Boyfriend trouble?” His grin turned mocking, calculating. But playing on his hope to bed me—I doubted he had much chivalry—wasn’t the plan. I had something much more enticing in mind, something he wouldn’t be able to resist.

“Just a business partner who thought he deserved more than half, so I cut out with everything.”

His eyes snapped back to my face. “So you say. Or maybe it’s a cop out there. Don’t want no part of that.”

I leaned forward, pinning him with my gaze. “No cops.” I kept my voice high enough for him to hear but low enough not to carry past the blare of the flat screen. “Look, I’m heading offworld at midnight. You help get me to the spaceport safely, and I’ll pay you.” The midnight deadline was real, and that only gave me two hours to get us both onboard the commercial passenger ship.

Interest flickered in his dark eyes. “How much?”

I put my fingers into a hidden pocket of my black cargo shorts, pulling out a tube containing several pea-sized uncut rubies. Though the color was unappealingly dark and their flaws many, he wouldn’t be able to tell that here in the dim lighting.

“This is just a small sample. I have more.” My tone implied a lot more.

“Oh yeah?”

I was glad my stones were real when he whipped out a small machine to test authenticity. I shouldn’t have been surprised since he’d obviously been targeting gems in his latest heists. I’d bought these upon my arrival on Senuvus with the last of my reserves, and they weren’t impressive, but they were real.

I smiled flatly. “I’ll pay you ten thousand credits. And my former partner’s not dangerous, just greedy. I only need to make sure he doesn’t jump me on the way. Once I reach the spaceport, I have my own connections.”

Ten thousand was the most I could offer him for this simple guard duty without raising suspicion, and there was always the chance it wouldn’t be tempting enough. Of course, the real temptation was the chance of taking it all from me, just like I supposedly had from my imaginary partner.

I returned the rubies to their tube, closing my fist over it as I waited for his response. Sweat slicked my neck, moistened the few inches of my dark hair, and gathered in the valley between my breasts. With two suns locking the planet into an intricate rotation that created only two kinds of weather—hot and scorching—I’d taken the time this morning to shear off most of my hair before leaving the ship to track Dreius. I was still sweaty in my knee-length shorts and tank top, lined as they were with a layer of Aeternai body armor. No matter how thin the material these days, anything that could protect against bullets wasn’t exactly breathable. In retrospect, the standard long-sleeved set with the nanite cooling feature might have been a better choice even if it made me look like a cat burglar.

“Look, if you’re not interested, I’ll find someone else.” I stood to leave.

His hand reached out to close over mine on the counter as he had done with the waitress. By the way his shrewd gaze latched onto mine, I knew he was in—and already calculating how he might get his grubby hands on the rest of what I’d stolen. And maybe on me as well.

“Okay,” he agreed. “You got time for a drink first?”

Instead of answering, I stiffened as a big man entered the pub, blinking into the dark interior. On a world with two suns, indoors was almost always darker than out, and mortals needed a lot more time than I did to adjust. The timing of this newcomer’s entrance, along with all the blinking, was perfect.

“What is it?” Dreius growled.

“I need to leave before he sees me.” Standing, I hurried through the opening in the bar, heading toward the swinging door and what I presumed was the kitchen.

“Hey, you can’t—” the waitress began, but I ignored her and rushed through.

Dreius hurtled after me, unwilling to give up what he now saw as his second-best payday. I didn’t blame him because he had no idea of the training I’d gone through or that I was gifted in combat. Not only could I anticipate each of his movements, but I could sense all his weaknesses and knew exactly how to exploit them.

I’d already noted that the best place to snap on the shock cuffs would be in the stinky alleyway outside the pub, where the refuse they’d been throwing at the large bin appeared to have made it only fifty percent of the time. The stench alone would make it private. I just had to get Dreius there.

Inside the kitchen, two male cooks dressed in darkly stained aprons that might once have been white stared at me as I burst into their space, terror on their faces.

But no surprise.

Recognizing an ambush before I saw my attackers, I whipped out a leg in a round kick. At the same time, I turned and punched into the narrow space between a large rack of fresh bread and the wall. Both hits met flesh.

A man grunted and moved from his hiding place behind the bread. I slammed him again with my other fist before he could lift his weapon, and he was out like a light. My senses told me there were three others—armed and, by their movements, well-trained.

Not as well as I was. Their weapons leveled the arena quite a bit, but I could still take them.

I spun to my right, ducking under an arm with a gun and sweeping the man’s feet out from under him. He fell with a crash as I smashed my fist into one of the others I’d hit. That was three down by my count, only one of which was still stirring. Mere seconds had passed—long seconds to me. Plenty of time to see the cooks recoiling in fear and Dreius, the coward, turning to abandon me to my fate.

Except the other two shadowy figures were behind him, blocking his escape—a woman with bulky muscles and a man whose body was as toned as any fighter in a sports arena. Their movements were slow, though. Not like mine, so not gifted with combat. Two throwing stars would take care of them. Maybe permanently. As long as I was fast enough, I’d avoid getting shot.

I didn’t want to kill them, but on Senuvus, where human trafficking occurred almost as often as ruby sales, giving up wasn’t an option. Especially when too many people were ready to pay big credits for an Aeternai fighter or baby momma. I wasn’t going to spend the rest of my life fighting battles in some illegal backroom betting ring, and the second option was worse. Besides, letting Dreius escape now, and possibly join these mercenaries, went against everything I believed in. My Aeternai family tradition of protecting mortals was deeply ingrained. Dreius wouldn’t hesitate to kill innocents, even if these newcomers seemed interested in keeping me alive.

My throwing stars were out and the decision made before they’d laid hands on my prisoner.

“Slag it, Raya!” swore the toned man at the same time the woman shouted, “We’re HAWC!”

HAWC, the acronym for the Hunter Association for Wanted Criminals. My perspective instantly shifted. Dreius hadn’t been the only one followed. What’s more, I knew that first voice, the one that had called my name. He was Karson Hargrave, and his presence explained why they hadn’t taken me out when they’d had the chance.

The stars were already flying from my hands. I couldn’t take them back, but at the last second, I altered their angle. They crashed into the wall above my attackers, sinking almost out of sight. I heard a collective release of breath as everyone turned to stare at the wall.

The wall exploded.

Everyone except me dived to the ground to avoid shrapnel. A man beside me screamed and grabbed at his neck. Not fatally, I saw, for which I wasn’t exactly grateful at the moment but would probably be once I safely extricated myself from this encounter.

“HAWC or no, this man is my prisoner,” I ground out.

Karson Hargrave stood, smirking. “I don’t think so. He’s wearing my cuffs.”

I glanced at Dreius to see that it was true. One of them had snapped on HAWC shock cuffs, and even if I fought my way out of here with Dreius, which I could certainly do, there was no way to get them off without killing him—and breaking a dozen interplanetary laws. I had a pair just like them inside one of my hidden pockets, except I had the open code to mine. Working for HAWC, Karson didn’t.

“Yield now, and we won’t press charges,” the muscled woman said. Her red hair was braided tightly against her head, and her many freckles ran together in huge splotches as if she had some rare skin disease.

Ignoring her, I faced Karson, aware that all except one of their other companions had recovered from my attack and were now ringing me. I’d lost whatever advantage I’d gained. I wouldn’t get out of here—at least not with Dreius. Unless I talked my way out.

“He’s mine, Karson, and you know it,” I ground out. “I’m the one who found him, and I’m the one who will bring him back to face murder charges.” Sometimes a bold statement made all the difference.

Karson’s smirk never wavered. “Oh, so you do remember me.” His mocking blue eyes told me he knew very well that I remembered him. “Yes, you found him, but I got the cuffs on first. By chaser laws, that means he’s mine.”

“You followed me!” I could kick myself for not masking my movements, but ordinarily, I didn’t have competition this far from Earth.

He shrugged. “I knew you’d track him here faster than I could, what with your family’s ruby connections.”

That rankled because, yes, my extended family was involved in mining on Aeterna, and I knew a few names, but I wasn’t part of the business. I wouldn’t even get the few shares allotted to me by birth until I hit my first century or managed to prove myself in a significant way—and thus far I was hitting so far below that mark that it didn’t register on the proving scale.

“But let me make you a deal.” Karson gave me another of his smiles that had once captured the attention of our entire training class. “Come work for HAWC with me, and we’ll split the bounty. It’ll be like old times back on Earth. Remember how the two of us could beat any other team to a capture?”

My gut twisted. If I let myself, I could remember those times only too well. Besides my years of intensive combat on Aeterna, the six months I’d spent in chaser training on Earth had been the most grueling and intellectually challenging time of my life. All WCCs, wanted criminal chasers, whether potential HAWC employees or independent chasers like myself, had to go through training before receiving the license required for payment. Before the official license, I’d gone through a third party to get paid, but some of the people I’d worked with might have been just as likely to sell me out if they discovered my heritage than to pay me my share of the bounty. The fact that I was Aeternai and nearly impossible to kill without really getting their hands dirty probably saved me.

Pushing aside the old grief that threatened with these thoughts, I focused on my next move. Karson and the others waited for my response to their offer. Dreius was glaring at me too, as if I was to blame for his capture, which I was. Whatever happened here, he would not be killing again. Not soon and maybe not ever. I hoped that helped the gardener’s family find closure or whatever they were calling it these days.

I personally didn’t have that luxury.

“Well?” Karson asked.

“Hell, no,” I spat through gritted teeth.

“You’re going to get yourself killed hunting alone,” Karson shot back.

My turn to smirk. “Are you saying it’s safer working with you?”

“You still holding that against me?” The amusement vanished from his voice, and for just that moment, I could see the real Karson, the one who’d stayed at my bedside until my heart had started beating again. It had taken less than twenty-four hours, but for a mortal, that was a long time for him to wonder if I really would recover.

“I mean permanently,” he added so low I might not have understood if I hadn’t been looking at his face.

I shrugged. Though it wasn’t fun, dying hadn’t been all that bad. I’d felt worse pain after a good training session on Aeterna. Coming awake afterward had been disorienting, but all my memories seemed to be intact, and I’d had no residual effects, except a craving for curequick.

“Anyway, I don’t hunt. I chase.” I wanted the distinction clear. HAWC had been organized by descendants of Hunters, murderers of Aeternai, and though they played nice in the Galactic Unity Alliance, or GUA, that had been in power for the past two hundred years, their hunting came from a much darker tradition, a tradition not all of them had left behind. Though some of their historical targets had deserved punishment, many more had been innocent.

“HAWC are not that kind of Hunters,” Karson said.

I waved the words away. “He’s still my collar.”

Karson’s lips firmed into a thin line. “The assignment came down to me. You know how it works. I had no choice.”

The sad thing was that I did understand. If he didn’t take an assigned case, or he failed on too many, he’d be knocked down to a team member instead of team leader and be chasing small-time thieves, losing out on the higher bounties and receiving a lower cut for each criminal, which was their way of reimbursing their agents for going after the dangerous ones.

“Come on,” he cajoled. “I could use someone like you on my team, and I know you need the credits.”

If he knew how desperate I was, that meant he’d dug into places he had no business looking. I gave him a flat stare. “So you can get rid of all these guys?” I raised my voice. “You hear that? Your team leader wants a bigger cut.” Because I was worth all of them combined, and Karson knew it.

Karson snorted. “Raya, that’s not—”

I jabbed a finger in his direction. “You followed me and stole my collar. I have nothing to say to you.” The words stung him, I could tell. Karson was never good at hiding his feelings, especially from someone as gifted as I was in noting every physical nuance.

Turning, I angled toward the back door, past the cowering cooks, who were casting looks at their open grills where black smoke was pouring from what looked like some kind of burgers. The burning stench was more pleasant than rancid meat odor, so I suspected we were doing customers a favor.

Two of Karson’s team members stood in my way, both men bleeding from cuts I’d given them. Anger colored their faces and twisted their expressions. Unprofessional, I thought.

“Want to go again?” I asked a little too casually. It would be fun now that I knew I wasn’t in danger of being killed or sold on some black market.

“Let her go,” Karson said tightly. To me, he added, “But with the increasing political unrest in the galaxy, you’re going to need backup, Raya. The Galactic Unity Alliance is making the WCC Oversight Board crack down on freelancers because of their connection to the underworld crime syndicates.”

I lifted a hand without turning around. “I leave the syndicates alone, and they leave me alone.” At least it had worked out that way so far, and I didn’t think that was due to my familial connection with Aeterna. In fact, I worked hard to hide that I was an Aeternai who refused the protection of living on our homeworld. I’d also removed my nanite tracker and didn’t report in as much as my extended family wanted, but I knew they’d still be checking up on me as much as they were able. My cousin, Jenesis, called each month without fail. Sometimes I picked up.

The agents were distracted when the door to the pub swung open, and the barkeep’s bald head peeked through. His entire body shook, as if it had taken every moment since the explosion for him to dredge up the courage to check out what had happened. His hands went up. “Please don’t shoot.” For a big, hairy-armed man, he sounded weak and whiny.

“HAWC,” Karson said, whipping out a badge. “We’re apprehending this dangerous criminal. We’ll be out of here in a few minutes.”

That gave the barkeep courage. “Who is going to pay for this mess?”

“Send the bill to HAWC.” I pushed roughly past the chasers in front of me, moving to the door faster than any mortal could react.

“Think about it!” Karson called after me. “The invitation is always open.”

It would never get to that. Over my dead body.

But principles didn’t pay the bills. This WCC bounty had been my last shot—and I’d blown it. Now I was dead broke, and once again, hunting down the people who murdered my parents, leaving a ten-year-old with nothing but guilt, would have to wait.


Chapter 2

I was out in the merciless night sun and two blocks over before Karson would have a chance to leave the pub. Moving fast was my specialty, even among combat Unsworn, so getting to the spaceport without a prisoner slowing me down shouldn’t be an issue. I had two paid flights to Earth and meals for my prisoner, and I could cash in his, but I wouldn’t get full value unless someone needed to leave Senuvus tonight and was willing to pay me to transfer the ticket.

Pushing the worry aside, I sped through the bright streets of this rundown part of the city. But soon I slowed down to a fast mortal walking speed—more a lazy jaunt for me—and averted my gaze so any day workers looking for questionable fun during their night off wouldn’t take particular notice or become afraid of me. Fear drove more danger than anything else. My confident swagger and Aeternai looks still drew attention, of course, but refusing to engage in eye contact helped mask my nature.

My heightened senses detected movements in the shadows and automatically sized up anyone I passed, calculating their weaknesses. I spotted bulges of weapons and planned exactly how to counter or avoid them. Given my hurry, more than several pairs of eyes stared behind me as if watching for whoever might be on my tail. The idea that I was hunted seemed to keep them away.

I was nearly out of the ghetto south of the spaceport when three men stepped into my path. Their wiry, deeply tanned frames and bulging arm muscles marked them as miners—likely the ones who descended into the narrow tunnels to extract the corundum destined to become the fine rubies that had made Senuvus famous and the mining companies rich. Shorter than average, their stature suited the cramped spaces underground. Though the hazardous work was decently paid, life on Senuvus could be lonely, and these men, reeking of two-water grog, were clearly looking for entertainment. The slight bulges in their pockets suggested knives.

“Where you going so fast?” asked the tallest, who was still short compared to me.

I stopped less than a foot from him, my stance wide and ready. “Please step aside.” I modulated my voice to a semblance of calm—not easy when I was still so angry about Karson stealing my bounty.

“Just want to offer you a drink,” said his friend, the youngest and more muscled of the three. He was rather good looking, and maybe in my twenties, I might have been interested, but I’d had years to work that out of my system. He was definitely not my type. Too young and too eager. Too mortal.

“I’m not thirsty.” I bared my teeth in what only an idiot would consider a smile.

“Hey, be nice.” Pretty boy gave me a smoldering stare.

I was finished being nice. “Get out of my way.”

The men chuckled, as if they enjoyed my anger.

“You’re not from around here, are you?” the first said.

Pretty boy nodded. “You’re too hot to be from Senuvus. How about you and me lose these losers, and I show you around?” He leered rather grotesquely before adding, “I’ll take real good care of you.”

This time my smile was genuine. “You’re funny.” With a flick of my wrist, I released my right blade from its cuff. As a licensed chaser, I had a laser weapon too, but it wasn’t needed for this encounter.

“Whoa!” The first guy started to dig for his own knife.

“Stop!” I cocked my wrist to throw. “I wouldn’t do that if I were you.”

Of course he tried anyway, and my knife pierced his hand before it reached his pocket, not deep enough to stay inside his flesh but enough to stop him.

He screamed a curse, hugging the hand to his chest. His friends reached for their pockets.

“Better not.” I showed a throwing star that was now in my right hand. “This one explodes after it embeds in your flesh.” They were so busy staring at the star, they didn’t notice I’d also snapped open my left wrist knife.

“Who are you?” Pretty Boy asked, his amusement gone and his voice an octave higher.

“You know where Aeterna is?” I asked. “How about I show you what we do for fun there?”

Pretty boy blinked. “Aeterna?”

“Aeternai,” whispered the third man in horror. Without another word, he turned and fled.

“Come on.” The first man grabbed the younger one with his good hand and started to back away.

“Wait. My knife,” I demanded, holding out my hand, palm up.

“G-get it!” the first man ordered. The younger man picked it up from the concrete, gingerly between two fingers on his good hand as if afraid of cutting himself, then held it out to me.

I grabbed the hilt, stepping forward to wipe both sides on his shirt before he could protest. As his brain finally registered what I was doing, he jumped back, but I was already walking away. I reined in my gait until they were out of sight, refusing to look back. I could hear them well enough, and they weren’t moving.

After turning off the main street, I picked up speed, wanting to make sure I made it to the spaceport before word had a chance to spread. I already regretted not keeping a lower profile. They might just be your average lowlife scum out for a little troublemaking—or they might have underworld crime connections. Either way, they were lucky to be in one piece.

I wouldn’t have been so careless if I hadn’t been furious at Karson. He always made me angry—and just because anger made me feel alive, that didn’t make it healthy.

Like an addiction, I thought.

Outside the spaceport, I detected movement in the bushes. With an easy flick, my knives were back in my hands.

“It’s not the cops,” said a whispered voice. “It’s her.” The last two words were said with a reverence that tugged at my gut. They shouldn’t think of me that way—as if I were someone who could help them.

I tucked away the knives as two kids practically fell from the bushes. These were the children I’d given space rations and a few coins to earlier in the day when I’d asked for directions to my ruby contact. They were both small and scrawny, and I couldn’t tell if their skin was dark or tanned, or if the color of their dark hair was caused by dirt or nature.

“Hey,” I said, doing a quick scan of the area for the cops they’d mentioned as well as anyone else who might be around. The kids themselves might be harmless, but given the filthiness of their clothing and the hunger in their eyes, their guardians most likely weren’t.

“We thought maybe you’d got killed,” the little girl said, her brown eyes huge. She had to be around five, and underneath the dirt, she had good features. I wondered how long she’d last here. Without her brother, who couldn’t be older than eight, she likely would have already fallen into the hands of human traffickers.

“Not a chance,” I said.

“Thought you was looking for someone,” the boy glanced behind me pointedly. “Didn’t you find him?”

“I did, but the person isn’t going to be returning with me after all.”

“Too bad.” Something in the boy’s muddy eyes changed, and not for the first time, I wished I had my fifth great-grandmother’s ability of sensing, so I could read him and understand his thoughts. Of course, then I wouldn’t be doing what I loved—putting criminals behind bars. But I was good at reading body language, and this kid was up to something.

“You have any more food?” the girl asked.

Maybe that was it. He’d coached her to hit me up again. I didn’t mind. If I weren’t the family black sheep, I could help these kids, maybe even protect them from whoever was neglecting them. But the only thing I could do right now was my job—and they weren’t a part of it.

I made my voice hard. “No food. Look, do you have parents?” Because of Senuvus’s double suns, it might appear to be day, but it was close to midnight. They should be home sleeping.

“An uncle,” the boy said.

The girl’s shoulders drooped. “We had a mom, but she died.”

I understood only too well the drooping shoulders, the exhaustion of having to explain, the loss of the connection that had once been the most powerful bond I’d known.

“I’m sorry,” I told her. To the boy, I added, “Your uncle is a good man?”

He nodded but gave an unenthusiastic shrug, as if he wasn’t exactly sure. “He works in the mines. He’s got a bum leg now, so he mostly has to stay topside.”

That meant lower pay, but they had a place to sleep and probably at least a meal a day.

“He sometimes makes rum to sell.” The little girl wrinkled her nose. “And to drink.”

More than likely, he spent most of his free time drunk, but that wasn’t exactly abnormal in a place like this.

My internal clock told me to get a move on. “Here, take these.” I shoved the tube of tiny rubies at the boy. They weren’t enough to change my fate or direction, but the flawed stones could mean a lot to these two, possibly a few weeks of extra rations. “But you sell them only to Christono, okay? That ruby trader you helped me find.” He was the only trader I could expect not to take advantage of them—and that wasn’t entirely for sure unless I sent him a message myself. He should give them maybe three-fourths of what I’d paid him for the scrap rubies because of my family connection and the mines they owned here.

“Exchange them one at a time,” I added, “and don’t . . .” I was going to say, “Don’t give them to your uncle,” but the careful way they disappeared into an inner pocket of the boy’s too-big shirt hinted that he was already prepared to protect them.

“Thank you,” he said solemnly.

“You’re welcome.”

I walked away without looking at the little girl’s face again, feeling as if I’d abandoned them. But they weren’t my responsibility, and I couldn’t exactly kidnap them, even if I could afford tickets for both, which I couldn’t, not even if I sold the scrap rubies. They began whispering loudly together as I put space between us. The girl wanted to see the gems, but the boy was urging her away. I was glad when I couldn’t hear them anymore.

Cool, fresh air wafted over me as I entered the main doors of the spaceport, though it was odd to think of thirty degrees Celsius as cool. Compared to outside, it felt amazingly fresh. If I hadn’t lost to Karson, I would have enjoyed it a lot more.

Anger threatened to explode through me at the thought, but I squashed the emotion to concentrate on the next step. I’d go to the ticket counter and see if someone on standby might pay a premium for my extra ticket and meals. Then I’d get onboard, look through my contacts, and decide what to do. I might be able to find another chaser opportunity at a stop before I arrived on Earth. I’d done it before, and even grunt jobs could pay enough to get me to the next big payday.

Immediately through the doors, a ticket agent sat in a booth next to the security gate. His light brown hair was short everywhere except on top, which he’d pulled back into a ponytail. He was dressed in the nondescript gray coverall of a spaceport worker. He sent several people in line before me through the security gate, each passing their luggage through a little door to be scanned and returned to them or delivered to the room or bunk they’d purchased for the flight. Weapons would only be returned upon exiting a spaceport, either on final destinations or on the planet layovers in between.

When my turn came, the agent proffered a hand scanner through the window without looking up from his screen. “Welcome to Senuvus Spaceport.”

His accent was heavy, marking him as an offworld employee, as most everyone I’d talked to on Senuvus spoke fairly normal Standard English. I supposed it was a wonder that most worlds in the Milky Way used English as a primary means of communication, as they had on Earth in the days before spaceflight. Though different accents persisted and new dialects evolved, and a few worlds claimed different official languages, especially those already inhabited before Earth travelers arrived, most everyone I’d met had learned Standard English for trade. It nearly made my universal translating earbuds, stored in my armband with my data device, obsolete.

Ignoring the scanner, I slapped my ID card onto the counter. The agent frowned at having to run it through his machine, but my body would have automatically rid itself of any regular microchip, and I refused to wear the special one provided on Aeterna. The charged nanites might keep it in place, but it would also identify me as Aeternai and allow tracking by my family. Tracking was a voluntary safety measure, a holdover from ancient days when we were at war with each other, and trackers had saved lives, but the range wasn’t great, so it seemed pointless in my line of work. Unfortunately, space travel always required a microchip or physical ID card, the assumption being that electronic IDs were too easily faked.

“Chaser,” he said, looking from the screen to me, his frown easing. “You find your criminal?” He glanced behind me at a couple who were entering the doors.

“He’s contained. HAWC has him now.”

He smiled, and it made him look almost friendly. “That’s good. Got enough lowlifes here already.” He was practically goggling at me now, his interest obvious, though I doubted it had anything to do with my profession and more with my Aeternai genes.

“I ended up with an extra ticket,” I said. “Double occupancy cabin class three. Anyone looking for passage? I could even switch to a fourth-class berth and give up both.” Berths were three-story bunks in a public room, but each had a locked cabinet that would fit the small amount of clothing I’d left onboard.

“Sorry, miss. No one is waiting for a ticket, and we’re not fully booked. It’s too late for refunds.”

I blinked, realizing that I’d underestimated the popularity of this out-of-the-way planet. “Not even at half price?”

He shook his head, his large ruby earrings catching the light. With gems like those, being a spaceport agent here must pay well. Then again, maybe the spaceport had to incentivize people on this sweltering planet in this forsaken part of the galaxy.

“You could give it to a friend,” he suggested. “Many people here would love to go just about anywhere as long as it’s not here.”

Truer words were never spoken. “Thanks,” I said. “I don’t have friends.” I had connections, but the only real friend I had was Jenesis, and he didn’t count because he had no choice.

The agent blinked his dark eyes that glittered with some kind of colored lens, or maybe a telescoping or informational accessory. “Oh, well, I understand. Additionally, I’m also sorry to say that Milky Way Travel has just announced a delay in their departure. At least an hour, so instead of boarding right away, you might want to take advantage of complimentary drinks in the spaceport lounge. We’re providing free HyperNet connection, so you can send messages or finish up any online work you may need to do.”

As if midnight already wasn’t a bad enough hour to board a ship. A free connection to the galaxy-wide HyperNet was the least they could offer. I wasn’t exactly thirsty after absorbing moisture on the planet’s surface, but after running around in the heat, I’d enjoy a cold drink.

“Thanks.” I somehow managed not to growl the word.

“Uh,” he looked hesitant. “Any weapons?”

“Yes.”

“Oh.” He smiled again, wider. “They’ll give you a box at the gate, which they will return at your next layover or final destination, whichever you prefer. Enjoy your flight.”

I’d be on the ship over a week, even using starbridges and superluminal speeds—or translight velocity as the newer spacegoers called it. If they didn’t offer a gym, I’d go crazy, and even there I’d have to be careful to rein in my speed and strength. Milky Way Travel, the only commercial spaceline that came out this far with any regularity, had cameras everywhere except in the cabins and bathrooms.

At the gate, a metal box with engraved numbers awaited me. I removed my two plasma pistols, my laser rifle, my remaining throwing stars, a boot knife, and my thigh knife with its accompanying sheath. I kept the smoke bombs and wrist knives since they wouldn’t register. As long as I didn’t beep, and they didn’t test my hands for explosives, I’d pass just fine.

The gate agent, a woman with a shaved head, beady eyes, and a blank expression, snapped the case shut. “I sent a claim ticket to your data device,” she said in a bored monotone. The cuff around my upper arm vibrated even as she spoke, signaling receipt. “You know the gate number?” she added, as if in afterthought.

“I know it.” This wasn’t exactly Earth, with dozens of gates and competing spacelines. Even the private gates were limited. Karson no doubt had one of the HAWC ships.

No detectors triggered when I passed through the gates, which was one advantage of coming from Aeterna. Plastic knives from Earth would have been caught on the body scan, but mine simply registered as oversized, fancy leather wristbands, as if I were the type of woman to wear anything extra that wasn’t useful.

I headed to the lounge, where I downed my two free drinks as well as the two belonging to my other ticket. As with most free offerings, many imbibers indulged in extra drinks at outrageous prices. People laughed drunkenly together at tables, while I only felt a momentary buzz, as my body rapidly metabolized the alcohol and kept me at normal awareness. But the drinks were cold, and the room was maybe two degrees cooler than the entry, so it was a nice moment. I would have relaxed if my training hadn’t kicked in.

Because something was definitely wrong with this picture.

An hour or more delay on a spaceship leaving a tiny spaceport that catered primarily to mine owners, their employees, and their cargo was unlikely. Senuvus was so small that they didn’t even have an orbiting space station, though they did have a refueling station in orbit. With the scheduled layover here of nearly an entire day, Milky Way Travels should have had plenty of time in port to rectify any problem. Either some bigwig was paying to have the ship delayed so he wouldn’t have to wait a week for the next flight, or someone had blabbed about seeing an Aeternai.

You’re just paranoid, I told myself. That was my combat training—to be paranoid. Training passed directly from Aeternai combat leaders who, more than a thousand years ago, had to fight for the right to exist. Most mortals had forgotten, seeing as they’d died and been replaced by many generations afterward, but Aeternai who had lived during those times had grilled caution into the younger generations, hoping they wouldn’t repeat the mistakes of the past. Sometimes the training made me overly cautious.

I rose from my seat at the bar and eased close to the wall near the door. Gazes followed me, and there was a drunken catcall from a table of young men who looked to be my age but were likely a decade younger. I’d Changed at twenty-nine, seven years ago. As Aeternai aged only two years for every hundred they lived, I still appeared the same. Looking young gave me a decided advantage in stalking prey but also had disadvantages. Like this.

The table burst into laughter as I ignored them, and they called for another round. Carefully, I scanned the room for anyone who stood out, particularly someone positioned in a defensive stance or who looked more physically capable than the overfed buyers or wiry miners. No one caught my attention, and I began to relax.

Karson and his crew chose that moment to saunter through the door. They didn’t see me when they passed, striding in as if they owned the place. Dreius was docile as he walked between them with his cuffs on. I bet they’d shocked him a few times or maybe even drugged him, which wasn’t technically allowed by law, but some substances were approved for recreational use that they might have persuaded him to ingest. I pursed my lips, deciding to wait at the boarding gate and put space between me and Karson’s crew. It was that or beat them up with the indignant rage boiling in my veins.

When they reached a table, Karson looked behind him and caught my eye. Time stood still. I hated how he affected me that way. I remembered how close we’d been, the time I hadn’t seen a future without him. I turned away. It would be a mistake to allow him back in my life. Even if he couldn’t admit that the organization he worked for had questionable beginnings, some of the ancient Hunters had handed down their legacy of hate. I knew because my parents were dead.

I slipped from the lounge, checking the time on my datascreen, though I instinctively knew only thirty minutes had passed. All my senses were hyperaware, and I silently cursed myself for revealing my nature to the three idiots on the road. Only a few people were in the sterile hallway that glistened with white walls and metal accents. The floor was black and white, made of some kind of semi-transparent plastic that glowed with low light. Ugly but futuristic, I supposed. The occasional picture of an ocean or forest graced the walls, sights that most people close to the mines and spaceport had likely never seen and never would. No one vacationed on Senuvus.

I was almost at the end of the hallway when I heard the whispered words, “There she is.”

I turned, ready to unlock my knives, but saw nothing. Wait, the sound was coming from a narrow corridor labeled Employees Only.

Peering down, I saw nothing but a closed door. The soft voice couldn’t be coming from there—solid steel would block out even my sharp hearing. More whispering, and my eyes finally locked on an air vent near a water station. I stared at the vent.

“I can’t get it off.” The voice was louder now, panicked. It sounded very young—and familiar.

I moved closer, bending over to peer inside. Two sets of eyes stared back at me. Eyes that belonged to the two kids who’d been outside the spaceport. “What are you doing in there?” I asked sharply, even while I was secretly impressed. Security was tight in a spaceport, and the older child must have planned for months to carry this off.

The boy started to speak, but I shushed him as a short, heavyset man with long black hair sauntered in my direction. I leaned over for a drink at the water station, watching him surreptitiously from the corner of my eye. He passed me, not taking his eyes from the datascreen in his hand.

When he was out of earshot, I squatted down, as if checking a boot. “Spill it!” I demanded.

“I need to talk to you,” the boy said, his hand against the metal grate. “Can you open this?”

More people were coming, a group of five this time and another group behind them as well. “Not without people seeing.”

“There’s a bathroom back the way you came. Can you go to the grate in there?”

I should tell him no. Going into a bathroom when I was worried about being jumped wasn’t exactly smart, but I was curious both as to how they’d gotten into the vent system and what the child wanted. Mostly it was the memory of the little girl’s shoulders wilting as she mentioned her mother that made me agree.

“Okay.” Straightening, I passed the first group and saw that they were the young men from the catcalling table.

“You need help?” one of them trilled.

“I’m good.” My scowl must have convinced them because though their eyes lingered on me, they didn’t stop moving forward.

The next group was made up of mine owners loudly discussing their shipments. The four stared at me as I passed but didn’t cease their bragging. Making sure they weren’t looking, I sidestepped into the bathroom after they passed, putting on the speed. Even if someone had been looking, they might believe I’d simply disappeared, leaving behind only a momentary streak of black from my clothing.

The children took more time getting to the much smaller bathroom vent, and using a folding plastic wrench from an inner pocket, I had the cover open by the time they arrived.

“Spill it,” I ordered as they tumbled out on hands and knees, the girl’s face now surprisingly clean of dirt.

The boy thrust a handful of papers into my hands. “You gotta take her with you.”

I stared down at the top document, which seemed to be a travel form with signed permissions. “How did you get these?”

He shrugged. “Does it matter? You got an extra ticket, right? Since you don’t got that friend with you. Can’t you take Tani?”

“Take her where?” I asked.

“To your home.”

The girl grabbed onto him, hiccupping a sob, but she said, “Please take me.”

“I’ll get credits and come for her,” the boy added, “I promise. You just have to say where.”

I shook my head. “You’re crazy. How do you know I won’t just give her to the authorities or sell her on the next planet?”

The girl gasped and clung more tightly to her brother. “Yalen, I want to go home.”

He gave her a stern look. “Stop it.” To me, he said, “Because you’re Aeternai. Your kind take care of people. Of mortals.” His large eyes were far too trusting.

“How the hell do you know that?” I demanded.

He didn’t look away. “I heard Christono tell his wife you’re from Aeterna.”

“Mom told us stories,” the girl added, seeming to find her courage. “I won’t be no trouble. I don’t eat much. I can work.”

“My uncle . . .” Pain crossed the boy’s features. “He says I got to work, and then . . .”

Then who would protect Tani? She would be as good as gone to whoever saw her first on this wretched planet. To men like the three who’d accosted me.

I closed my eyes. How did I get myself into this mess? I had to blame my training, and even my dead parents who’d drilled in my duty. But saying yes wasn’t as easy as the boy made it seem. A decade or more would pass before a child like him could earn enough credits to leave here—and that was if he didn’t start spending it on grog like his uncle, which was far more likely.

“I don’t have a—” I began, breaking off because it wasn’t quite true that I didn’t have a home. I already knew I could leave her with Jenesis. He’d not only be glad to hear from me, but he’d willingly open his home to save this mortal child. “Permanent home,” I finished lamely.

“She don’t mind. She can sleep anywhere.” Worry had entered Yalen’s tone, and I could see that he was close to crying himself.

I blew out a sigh. “Okay, I know where to take her where she’ll be safe. I’ll send word through Christono. You two go back outside, and I’ll meet you out there. There’s been a delay in departure, so there’s time.”

Yalen shook his head, mistrust in his eyes. “No. She goes with you now.”

“How will I get her on the ship if she’s not recorded as having entered the spaceport?”

He shrugged. Already he was backing away, one foot inside the vent.

“Yalen!” Tani threw herself at him. “Don’t leave me!”

He grabbed her arms roughly. “I will come for you. I promise. Be good. Don’t give her no trouble.”

“Come with me,” Tani pleaded.

“I don’t got papers. Not yet.” He looked up at me, tears now glittering in his eyes. I could see the question there. I wanted to tell him that I was not the one for this job, that, Aeternai or no, I could barely take care of myself. But the nothing I had was so much more than the terror he faced that I couldn’t do it.

“I’ll take care of her,” I promised, folding her papers into an outer side pocket of my shorts. “She’ll be safe. And who knows, she might come back for you first.” More realistically, in fact.

Relief filled his eyes. He hugged Tani tightly, then thrust her away and disappeared into the vent. Tani and I both stood in shock, staring at the emptiness. Tears streamed down her face. Fighting down an old familiar swelling in my chest, I fastened the vent cover.

Somehow, I had to figure out how to make her legal, which might be as simple as taking her outside and then back in again, though that seemed a little ridiculous. No, I’d go directly to the boarding area and see what they could do. Taking her along would complicate my journey, but it wouldn’t be impossible, even if I had to lock her in our small cabin while I hunted for work during a layover on another planet. The only issue would be if I ended up having to haul a prisoner back to the authorities, but I’d face that when the moment came.

I gave the girl a once-over. Though her face was mostly clean, her oversized blouse and skirt were dirty and patched, and in the close quarters of the restroom, she stank. Not much I could do about either thing until we boarded. “Let’s go,” I said. “Stay close.”

She nodded solemnly, giving a little shudder as she fought another sob.

This was so not how I envisioned my trip back to Earth.

Opening the bathroom door, we came face to face with the short, stocky man with the long black hair who’d passed me in the corridor earlier. A gleaming plasma gun in his big hand had taken the place of his data device.

Two others stood on either side of him. They held no weapons, but their muscled arms and their easy stances told me they were experienced fighters. One twirled a pair of electric handcuffs on his finger.

“Hi there, Aeternai.” A grin cut the stocky man’s wide face in half. “My boss wants a chat with you. Are you going to come along nicely?” The grin became a leer. “I don’t mind if you refuse because I’ve always wanted to see one of you come back to life.”


Chapter 3

Involuntary anticipation spread through me, a rush of confidence from my gift. Try as I might, I couldn’t rid myself of the utter joy at the prospect of a good fight.

“Oh, I’ll come along,” I said sweetly. “But just a minute.” I turned to Tani and whispered urgently. “Look, I’ll be right back. Just going to have a chat with these men. Go into a stall and lock the door, okay? Until I come back.”

She looked at me, then at the men before shaking her head. “I want to go with you.”

“Go!” I pointed to the nearest stall and made sure she turned. A small pack swung on her back, the straps tangled in her dirty hair.

“Okay then,” I said to the men, stepping forward. “Let’s do this.”

They moved back to let me out. Taking advantage, I spun into the man with the gun, coming too close for him to fire. My wrist knives simultaneously ripped into his companions with enough force to do some damage. The one with the cuffs let out a shriek and tried to pull the knife from his stomach. Blood gushed from his wound. The other simply grunted and yanked my other knife from his thigh. Blood pulsed from his leg. He didn’t know it yet, but he was dead if he didn’t get help fast. He pulled a gun. I’d already moved to put the stocky man between us. I rammed my heel into the stocky man’s knee, chopping my hand at his gun arm. The gun dropped from his hand, skittering across the floor. His big fist jabbed in my direction. To me, it was slow motion.

I dodged, sliding under his arm to kick at the other man behind him. Same leg that I’d sliced with the knife. He screamed this time. I scooped up my fallen knife and popped to my feet as his gun went off where I’d been. I slugged him hard, and he was down. Two more punches assured he’d stay that way.

“You’d better get your men help,” I said to the stocky man as we circled each other.

He tossed his head furiously, giving me a “come on” motion with his hands. “Let’s see what you got. I don’t believe you’re as good as my boss seems to think you’ll be in the fighting ring.” Not waiting for my attack, he sprang at me, feinting left and throwing right. I blocked and hit him hard in the jaw.

He grunted and tried again. This time, he managed to land a punch, but only because I was distracted by the bathroom door opening. I slid to the side, rotating so he’d have to put his back to the door. He threw another swing. I blocked and kicked at his side.

His glance darted to his gun on the floor, and his hand hovered near a bulge in his pocket. I’d already noted the other gun. I didn’t plan to give him time to draw it. I stepped closer and threw a punch to keep him on the defensive. He was good as far as mortals went. Better than most, in fact. He had the right balance, a good knowledge of the body and where to hit, and he was fast. Just not as fast as I was. Maybe he’d even trained with Aeternai because his form was excellent. He had longer reach, and his confidence at taking me shouldn’t have been misplaced. Except he’d made the age-long mistake everyone made; he’d judged me by mortal standards.

I dodged another blow and landed one on his kidney. He’d have a good bruise from that one, and maybe permanent damage. His face, red with exertion, became redder still as he strived to land a blow. I let him hit my shoulder, but only so I could punch his throat.

As he gagged, the guy with the belly wound rolled over. I threw my rescued knife at the glint of the gun in his hands. This time, the knife sliced through the center of his hand, the tip coming out the other side. He screamed louder as his gun skittered across the floor. Not bad for a plastic knife. Beneath the commotion, I heard a soft gasp near the bathroom door.

“You need to help them,” I said again to the stocky man.

It was a mistake because he stepped back to look at his men and spied Tani near the door. He stepped toward her, pulling his gun and pointing it at her head. “Is she Aeternai too?” he sneered. “Oh, no, that’s not possible, now is it? She can’t Change until she’s older. That means you pick up those cuffs and put them on, or you have a dead kid.”

If I did that, I wouldn’t be able to get them off until whoever owned them put in the code. I’d be effectively a prisoner. At least for a time. But I could come back from that. Eventually, I would escape, even if it took a hundred years. Tani wouldn’t come back from a plasma blast to her head.

“Okay,” I said. “I will if you let her go.”

He chuckled. “Oh, yeah? Why should I? She’s a pretty little thing, and I could get a good price for her.”

Tani cringed at his words, but I showed no reaction. “Because we both know that she’d be better off dead than with you.”

He bent to scoop up his partner’s lost weapon, pointing it at me. “Put on the cuffs.”

So he was born ambidextrous or had trained to be. All combat Aeternai were. Which made me more positive that he’d trained with my kind.

“I guess we’re all dying here then,” I retorted.

He pulled the trigger. The plasma blasted the front of my thigh, and I stumbled back at the impact. My body armor inside the long shorts mitigated the damage, but at this close range, it couldn’t block everything. The pain was gutting. My mind quickly isolated and contained my reaction. I’d had much worse in training, after all.

“Let. Her. Go.” Now fury added to my anticipation. I was going to enjoy killing this man.

He looked at my leg and the mess made by the gun. “I don’t think so.”

Already I could feel my body beginning to heal. It wasn’t instantaneous, like some rumors had it, but separating myself from the pain was most of the battle. I took a step toward him, readying myself to rush him. Another blast would be worth having my hands around his throat.

He blinked at me nervously. Maybe his self-preservation radar had finally gone on. “Put on the cuffs first.”

“What? You don’t trust me?”

He snorted. “You’re Aeternai.”

“Oh, right,” I spat. “We have a history of protecting you mortals.”

His face twisted in hatred. “You have a history of trying to kill and control us!”

He was not wrong because our ancestors had also done that. But it was useless to explain that I—and most of my race—was not responsible, just as he wasn’t responsible for the crimes that took place in his mortal history.

He would still die. I was pretty sure I was fast enough to stop him from hurting Tani. I would likely die in the process, but it had to be done. I’d already calculated angles and trajectory.

A faint sound far down the hallway changed my mind. “All right. Take it easy.” I stepped to the side, making a show of picking up the cuffs from the man with the stomach wound. He was awake, though his eyes were glazing, but between him and his other fallen companion, he was better off.

I straightened even more slowly. Waiting.

“Hurry,” the stocky man tapped the muzzle of a gun to Tani’s head.

There. I heard it. A soft pop.

The stocky man’s eyes rolled up in his head. He fell, his head hitting the ground with a sharp smack! I could have saved him a later headache by catching him, and I might have if he hadn’t shot me. As it was, he deserved more than a headache.

Tani gave a little sob and shot toward me, slamming into my body and wrapping her arms around my good thigh with more force than seemed possible for her slight figure. I patted her head awkwardly.

I turned to look down the hall. “Couldn’t you have done that before he shot me?” I asked.

Karson grinned back as he swaggered toward us. “You’re welcome. And for the record, this is what I meant when I said working by yourself could get you killed. It’s not a bad thing to have backup.”

I clenched and unclenched my jaw. “I would have killed him,” I growled.

He nodded. “No doubt. But then you’d be stuck here for trial because whoever sent these thugs,” he thumbed at the prone men, “apparently has some pull. I suspect he got your ship delayed.”

I leaned over and snapped the cuffs onto the stocky man. “Well, that could still happen since two of them have already lost a lot of blood. Help me stop the bleeding.”

He knelt next to the guy with the stomach wound. “Spaceport security will be here in a minute. I pulled the alarm back there.” He thumbed behind him. “And with me as an eyewitness, you’ll be okay. My recorder is also on, so they can’t doctor anything.” He tapped the camera on his HAWC suit, a black affair with rather obnoxious red trim.

I had to pry Tani off me to lower myself to the floor next to the other wounded man. Now that the emergency was over, pain seeped back into my awareness, momentarily blurring my vision. I had lost more blood than I’d realized.

Fishing a compression bandage from a back pocket, I made a makeshift tourniquet on the unconscious man’s blood-drenched thigh. By the amount of blood soaked into his clothing and on the floor, he was lucky to be breathing.

When I was sure the bandage was doing its job, I gathered my knives, cleaning them on the stocky man’s shirt before restoring them in my wrist holders. This last I did quickly, with my back toward where I’d detected the cameras in the hallway—and with my back toward Karson as well. Just in case.

Karson watched me turn, a question in his eyes. In another lifetime, he’d ask me where I’d hidden the knives and where he could get some, but we weren’t there now, and he wouldn’t be around for another lifetime. He had only this one.

Tani was hovering, and the moment I stood, she pushed herself behind me.

“Who’s this?” Karson tried to peer around me for a better look, but she lowered her face, pressing it into the back of my good leg. “And why is she acting like she’s your Siamese twin?”

“My what?”

He waved a hand. “Never mind. Did you know you’re bleeding?”

“It’s almost stopped.” The vision abnormalities were easing as well. I could use some protein and a nice rest, if not a shot of curequick, but even without it, I’d be okay.

Emergency personnel appeared at the end of the hallway. An overweight man in a black and gray station security uniform led the way, scurrying toward us.

“Took you long enough,” Karson challenged, taking the offensive, which was standard chaser training. “These guys are bleeding to death.”

He glared at us as his two companions, dressed in yellow and gray, opened a case of emergency equipment and dropped to their knees by the fallen men. Karson began to explain what had happened.

The security man peered into my face. “What did these guys want with you?”

I shrugged, following my Aeternai training, which was to give as little information as possible. If I’d kept my mouth shut earlier, I might not be in this situation.

“You’ll have to ask them.” Karson pointed at the stocky man. “But he’ll be out for at least another three hours with my sedative unless you give him something to wake him.” His gaze flicked to me, as if hinting that would be enough time for my flight to leave.

“You have the footage from your camera,” Karson added. “And I have my suit film as well. I already sent a copy to HAWC headquarters. To what address should I send your copy?”

The man cleared his throat and looked at his communication band. “Let’s see. Okay, well. I’ll need to consult with the administrator.”

“I’m sure you do,” I mumbled. I saw now that Karson had saved me a lot of headaches. If whoever attacked me had enough pull, the spaceport authorities might have been swayed to turn me over.

The security agent walked away, talking into his com. The emergency medical personnel were also calling someone to transport the thugs to the hospital.

“Hey, what about her leg?” Karson said, as they straightened.

One of the men started toward me, but I held up a hand. “I’m fine.”

“Looks pretty bad.” He had brown hair, kind dark eyes, and a calm expression.

“I’m refusing care.” I lowered myself to the floor with my back against the wall. Tani sat beside me, no longer pushing at me but still close.

The kind-eyed man fished a bottle from his emergency case. “At least drink some water.” Then he waved a packet. “Can your girl have some cookies?”

Tani’s body stiffened with anticipation. I nodded.

He handed me not only the package of cookies but also a packet of flesh sealant, along with bandages and gauze. “So you don’t scare the other passengers,” he said, with a one-sided quirk of his mouth.

I couldn’t help my return smile. “Thanks.”

An electric cart arrived right then to carry away the wounded, and soon we were left alone with the rotund security officer, who looked unhappy. I’d been following the conversation he thought he was having out of earshot, and whoever he’d talked with had wanted to take me into custody but had ultimately decided that having to reimburse me for a missed flight and a week of lodging wouldn’t be good, especially as I appeared to have HAWC connections. I hated thinking Karson was right about my needing backup, but I also blamed him for being the reason I’d been attacked in the first place. If I’d captured my criminal, I wouldn’t have been so careless with my words—assuming that was the reason for the attack.

“We’ve reviewed the recording,” the security officer said, looking down on me where I sat, “and you can go. But I’ll need a statement and contact information in case any charges are filed.”

Which was a joke. Earth was more than a dozen light-years away, and with Karson’s video recording, getting my information wasn’t even an informality but a nuisance. Even if my attackers filed a complaint, it would go into the ether.

“I haven’t decided which charges to file yet,” I countered.

Which completely flustered him—if the red flooding his face was any indication.

I tapped the datascreen on my armband. “Statement by Raya Langton, wanted criminal chaser. I left the restroom, and three men attacked me with weapons for unknown reasons. I was better than they were. The Senuvus Spaceport obviously has a problem with security for thugs to have entered with plasma weapons. I reserve my right to press charges in light of their gross negligence. End of statement.” I smirked at his shock as I attached my contact information and projected the statement for his datascreen to capture. The contact address on Earth wasn’t actually mine but a rented one for just such annoyances. “Now there’s something I need from you.”

His rather large mouth fell open a little. “Ah, and that is?”

“I need to switch my extra ticket to Tani, here.” I jerked my head toward the child. “I have the papers.” There was no way I was going to be walking out of the station now and coming back in. I needed more time to heal.

His eyebrows drew together. “That should have been done at the gate. How’d she even get inside the building?”

I shrugged. “Hey, they’re your personnel.”

“I’m not a ticket agent.” He cast a hard look at Tani.

I cleared my throat demandingly. “Look at me, not her.” When he complied, I softened my voice. “Just make a note on my account, and I’ll talk to the boarding agents at the door myself.” I gave him a slow, full smile that, as a mortal, he’d be hard-pressed to resist. “And seeing as you are so accommodating, I’ll consider not pressing charges for being attacked here in this supposedly weapon-free zone.”

He seized on that. “All right, but the paperwork better be correct, or they won’t let her aboard.”

“It is.” Which I didn’t know, but the fact that he put a note on my account meant I’d get through, or I actually would press charges to scare them. The distance would prevent success, just as it would for the thugs, but I never underestimated the value of a good threat. For all he knew, I had credits to back it up.

He glanced down at the front of my thigh, where I had been clearing away the bits of material from my wound with the edge of the sealant package. The bleeding had stopped now, but it was still a raw, jagged mess. “You really should get some assistance,” he said, his nose twitching in repulsion. “I can call the medics back.”

I held up the packages the medic had given me. “I’m good.”

“Very well.” He dragged his eyes away reluctantly and said to Karson, “I’ll need your statement as well.”

Karson cast me an amused glance as he walked a few steps away with the officer. Glad you’re enjoying yourself, I thought. But of course, he would soon be receiving a hefty bounty. My bounty.

Tani was quiet and frowning. Worry seeped from her hunched shoulders. “Aren’t you going to tell me I messed up? And maybe hit me or something so I learn better?” She stared up at my face from where she sat while still somehow hunching like a beaten dog.

I held her gaze. “You already know that we both almost died because you came out of the bathroom when I specifically told you not to.”

She nodded. “I messed up big.” Her voice was scarcely a whisper.

“Never disobey me again. Ever.”

She nodded.

“Then we’ll forget this.”

Her little hand reached out for the package of cookies resting on my good thigh with the bandages.

“Wait.” I ripped the package open, sniffing deeply. No poison detected, but I’d have to taste to be sure. Putting one of the small things into my mouth, I chewed slowly, watching for an adverse reaction in my body. “Okay,” I said, handing her the rest. “They’re good.”

She gave a little giggle as she stuffed one into her mouth. “Of course they are. They’re cookies.”

“I meant they aren’t poisoned.” Because for all I knew, the man with the kind eyes was on a second payroll.

She stopped chewing, considering the words. She swallowed with effort. “I can taste the food for you the next time. You don’t have to risk yourself. I done it before for my uncle.”

I bit back a furious growl. “You don’t ever eat anything if you think it might be dangerous. Got it? That’s an order. And anyone who asks you to will answer to me. And for the record, no poison can kill me, but even a little can kill you.”

Her eyes were round. Muddy like her brother’s but with flecks of a lighter color that might be green. I recognized fear.

“I’m not angry at you,” I clarified. I was angry at her uncle, at this society, and the whole stinking, sweltering planet.

She nodded, not looking convinced.

“I think I got out all the bits of material.” I tossed her a package of gauze. “Help me mop up some of this blood so I can wrap my leg.”

Her smile returned. “Don’t wanna scare people none.”

“Right.” I also didn’t want to look weak because whoever wanted me for his underworld fighting ring might not have given up.

We’d made good headway wrapping my leg by the time Karson returned. I’d had to cut off a good portion of the shorts on that leg to hide all the blood. If I had more credits, I’d find a synfab and buy something else to wear.

He grimaced. “That must sting like solar slag.”

“Worse,” I said, sprinkling the package of sealant powder liberally over the raw flesh.

“You could come back to Earth with us,” he said, squatting down to help me with the bandage. “We can find room.” He glanced at Tani. “Is she really with you?”

I was tempted to hitch a ride, but if I gave in to him, I knew it wouldn’t go well for me. I couldn’t throw in with him, no matter how grateful I was—or how much I craved to be with him. In fact, that was the number one reason I shouldn’t go. Besides, HAWC would exact payment in one form or another.

“I can handle myself,” I assured him.

“And her?” His curiosity was showing.

“Taking her to Jenesis.” The way I saw it, I didn’t even owe Karson that much information. “How’d you happen along when you did anyway?”

He gave me a grin that burned in my gut. “I saw you leave the lounge. I always notice you.”

I always noticed him too. I loved the way his dark hair layered on his neck, and the tiny beauty mark next to his ear. The way he kissed me. Maybe I had been wrong to walk away.

I closed my eyes and saw my mother’s face. It was always my mother, not my father. For him, I had to look at the pictures. No. HAWC was Karson’s life, and I could have no part of it. Even if their origins weren’t suspect, I had to be free to pursue any lead about my parents’ deaths if I should ever find one.

“You should go,” I said, breaking eye contact. “Your team will be worried.”

“I checked in. Whoever is behind this isn’t likely to give up, so I’ll see you to your gate. You’ll be safe there.”

I was about to tell him what he could do with his offer when Tani’s little crumb-covered hand crept into mine. “Okay.” I let him help me up, gritting my teeth against the agony.

“I have painkillers,” he said. “If you think they’ll help.”

I shook my head. In my cabin onboard the spaceship, I had a powerful painkiller that would work with my increased metabolism. “It would be a waste. But thanks.” I didn’t want to thank him. I was torn between wanting to punch him in the face and wanting to kiss him.

“I need to go into the bathroom and wipe off my leg.”

“Want help?”

“No.”

Tani, of course, followed me into the bathroom, and together we cleaned my leg and the outside of my boot. Inside, the boot was soggy with blood, but the outside didn’t look half bad. My Aeternai clothing was treated for exactly such occurrences.

My hair was at least two inches longer than when I’d left the ship some hours earlier. Wetting my hands, I scrubbed a little water through the strands, refreshing the natural waves. I told myself it wasn’t for Karson. I also pinched my cheeks to bring color—all in the name of not looking weak, of course.

Tani did the same, but her hair was dirty enough that she left streaks of dirt in the sink. Time enough to deal with that later.

“Let’s go.”

The three of us walked to the gate without talking. “You can lean on me,” Karson said. “And maybe let yourself limp a little.”

“Shut up.”

Tani giggled.

“What?” Karson asked her.

“You two are funny.”

“How’d you meet Raya?” he countered.

Tani looked at me, and I gave a slight shake of my head. Giving out information to someone you don’t know well was asking for trouble, as I’d relearned the hard way today. However well I’d once known Karson, he wasn’t exactly an ally. Tani turned her head toward the wall, pretending to be enthralled with the images of herself in the metal accents. Good, she was learning.

A few others were already gathered at the gate, seated with their eyes on their portable screens. I held out a hand. “Goodbye, Karson.”

Ignoring the hand, he pulled me into a hug instead. “Take care of yourself,” he said in my ear.

It wasn’t too awkward, but I didn’t let myself sag against him. I always do, I thought. Aloud, I said, “You too.”

His hands didn’t drop away. Well, two could play this game. Turning my head, I kissed him full on the mouth. Not slow or gentle but hard and demanding. He startled for an instant before kissing me back. The tiniest moan escaped his throat. When I pulled away, I was pretty sure it was him breathing hard now and not me.

Inside was another story.

“I’ll always be around if you need me,” he said.

No, no, no, I thought. The kiss was closure, not a start of something. I had to end it now before we both got hurt. Again.

“Good to know. Maybe we’ll see you in a hundred years then.”

He drew back, stung. For a mortal like him, a relationship with an Aeternai might be ideal, but to watch someone you love die—well, I’d already done enough of that with my family. If I was ever stupid enough to do the romantic love thing again, I’d find someone who might be around a little longer. Falling out of love because of too much time together would certainly be better than having love torn away before you were ready.

“Do you really want to leave it like this?” he asked.

I wanted to tell him I’d be there if he needed me too, but he had made his choice to work for HAWC, so I couldn’t promise that.

“Goodbye, Karson.”

I waited until he left to walk up to the counter. Now for a little fast talking. Somehow, I had to get Tani onboard and make sure we both got to wherever we were going in one piece.


Chapter 4

As we stood in line, Tani tugged on my hand. “Hey, I hafta go pee.”

“What? We were just in there.”

“I didn’t halfta go then.”

Was she for real? I held back a sigh. “Okay, but it’s ‘I have to go to the restroom.’”

“Then you can go while I do.”

I shut my mouth and thought a moment before responding. “Look, you have to hold it because I need to get us onboard in one piece.”

“Okay, fine.” Her little lips clenched together, as if that would stop her from wetting her pants.

I turned back to the counter, where it was already my turn. “I need to change my extra ticket to another person.” Though I felt like snarling, I gave the agent my most friendly, confident smile, which elicited one in response. “There were some extenuating circumstances that prevented us from doing it before entering the station,” I added. “You can see there’s a note on my account. Here’s my ID and the papers of the person I need to change the ticket for. Everything should be in order. As you can see by the note, security already checked her out.”

I waited as the employee ran my ID through her scanner. I was confident I’d get the ticket changed, but she might be one of those people who believed rules existed to make others’ lives difficult.

Tani tugged on my arm. “Blood is showing through your bandage.” Her voice was loud enough to carry. “You sure you don’t need a doctor?”

That comment distracted the agent, and she stretched over the counter to peer down at my leg. “Are you all right?”

“I’ll live.” I gave Tani a hard stare, and the little girl shut her mouth. “I’ve already been helped by station medics and security,” I informed the agent.

“Oh, okay, let me put in her information.” She waved her scanner over the documents. “Looks good,” she said, handing them back. “And how much longer is the delay? Because my charge here really has to use the restroom, and I’d rather take her onboard.” Especially if there was a chance we’d be jumped again. Besides, I was betting that at least a few people had chosen to remain on the ship during the layover, so there was no reason why they shouldn’t let us onboard. It wasn’t as if we were taking a shuttle to a large space station where our interplanetary ship waited in orbit, as was the case on most planetary systems.
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