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Chapter One
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THE BORDERLANDS OF the Aegiac Union chew up the weak and spit out the stupid.

I’d survived a dozen planets, three near-death missions, and one very angry warlord. But today? Today was the first time I wanted to punch a bounty hunter in the throat.

My mark fled the Althenian authorities six standard weeks ago. Today was the first time my intel network gave me a solid lead. Turns out I wasn’t the only one on the case. Not only had my target pissed off the Althenian matriarch, but he’d also managed to cross the Curiran Syndicate. Which meant they’d put a bounty on his head—and I’d walked straight into the trap of the hunter chasing him.

I’ve been doing this work for years, and I’ve never failed to bring in a fugitive—dead or alive. But unless things changed fast, my streak was about to end.

My quarry, a dane, wasn’t just some brute. He was smart—too smart. The kind of criminal who didn’t just break laws, but rewrote them. He’d been picked up by Althenian security forces in Ral Althenia while running weapons to the Namursang, a known terrorist cult. Before he could stand trial, he broke free—with help—and hightailed it to the Borderlands, the ragged edge of Aegiac Union control.

Out here, the worlds and star systems are rife with scum and the kind of people who don’t want the Union watching. That’s where my Corps comes in. I’m Dari Rayk, AU Ranger. We bring back the ones who think they can escape justice—or make sure they never set foot in the Union again.

So, back to this trap. And the bounty hunter I want to throat punch.

I had him. The mark was in my sights.

The dane moved like he knew this back alley by heart, slipping through the rusted-out wreckage of old cargo haulers, one step away from disappearing again. But not this time. My intel was solid, my timing perfect.

Then my omni-tool flared red—an automated proximity alert.

Someone else was closing in.

I swore under my breath and pressed forward, gun low, ready to move. It didn’t matter who it was. I wasn’t about to let some low-rent bounty chaser or desperate merc get to my mark first.

A miscalculation.

Because in the next breath, the dane’s head snapped up. Not at me.

At her.

A slow clap echoed through the alley.

“Oh, Dari.” The voice was warm, lazy, full of insufferable amusement. “You really do have the worst timing.”

I spun, gun raised—too late. The pop of a silenced weapon, the sting of impact—I was rendered still. I barely had time to process before a warm weight settled against my shoulder, voice dropping to a conspiratorial whisper.

"You know, I spent weeks setting up this trap. Weeks. And in less than thirty seconds, you’ve managed to completely ruin it. I should be impressed.”

Niralla Voss.

I closed my eyes for half a second and let out a slow, controlled breath.

This was not how today was supposed to go.

The dane wasn’t stupid—he wasn’t sticking around. I caught a glimpse of him as he vanished past another cargo container into the darkness.

“Well, you screwed this one up good, Ranger.” Niralla’s voice was warm, teasing. “I’d love to stay and chat, but I have a mark to catch.”

Then, because she was insufferable, she kissed me. Just a quick press of her thin amphibian lips against my beak before she disappeared after him.

Damn it.

I cursed under my breath. How in the stars did you let this happen, Rayk? I was a Ranger, the best of the best. And now, not only had I lost my mark, but I’d walked straight into a bounty hunter’s trap.

The entire time I was contemplating my stupidity I was running diagnostics through my armor’s virtual intelligence—a VI, like an AI, but without the attitude or legal BS. The AU had outlawed AIs, but we all knew the althenians were running them on their capital ships. Don’t tell me you’ve ever met a government that wasn’t drowning in hypocrisy.

Anyway, by the time I was done berating myself, my suit figured out the problem.

“Crap,” I muttered. This was going to hurt.

Timeout sequence initiated. 3... 2... 1.

The world went black.

I came to with a skull-rattling headache and a face full of concrete. My heart was hammering like a malfunctioning pulse cannon.

“Ouch,” I grumbled, pushing myself up.

Turns out, Niralla had hit me with a biostasis field. A nice little bounty hunter trick that left me frozen in place, fully conscious, but unable to move. My armor had determined that the quickest way to free me... was to stop my heart long enough for the field to register me as dead.

Not my favorite solution.

I rubbed my beak. It had taken the brunt of my fall, but nothing was broken. I’d be sore as hell, but I was alive.

Now, I had a dane fugitive to catch.

Unlike Niralla, who was in this for the aureks, my work was officially sanctioned by the Aegiac Union and the Althenian Republic. That gave me authority. And authority meant power—especially out here in the backwater worlds of the Borderlands.

I tapped my comms.

“Aeris Control.” A nasally voice answered—Lumoran.

“This is Dari Rayk, AU Ranger, badge number 873Q45J. I need immediate clearance for an All Points Bulletin on Varos va Kestharyn. He’s a fugitive of the Althenian Republic. Armed. Extremely dangerous. I’m ordering a full lockdown of all ports—nothing in, nothing out.”

A sigh. “Ranger Rayk, Aeris is a busy port city. We can’t just—”

I closed my eyes, reining in my temper. “Run my badge number,” I said, keeping my voice even. “You’ll see I have the authority to make this call.”

Twenty seconds passed. Then, a very different tone.

“Ranger Rayk, APB granted. All docks and ports sealed. You have one standard day—after that, the lockdown lifts.”

“Understood, Aeris Control.”

I exhaled. That would hold him.

Now, a little context.

Aeris is a floating city, suspended high in the atmosphere of Dryria 34A. Technically terrestrial, but its surface? A pressure cooker. The air down there could melt the hull off a dreadnaught and stew its crew alive.

But up here? Paradise.

Aeris was founded by my people—the Mishil. Avian, once capable of flight before evolution clipped our wings. We kept the plumage, though.

As for me? White feathers, red and orange crest, rings around my eyes the color of sapphire (or so my mother said), and a hooked beak black as coal. Add black armor with gold trim and the blue sigils of my nest?

Yeah. I cut a striking figure.

Aeris was isolated by design—only ships in or out. Which meant, for the next day, my dane had nowhere to run. And I was going to find him.

Niralla Voss had a reputation—cold, cunning, and not to be underestimated. We’d crossed paths before, but not as adversaries. Didn’t matter. Rangers and bounty hunters didn’t mix.

We believed most hunters were one bad day away from being on the other side of the chase. And the Tershin’la? They thought we were leashed Union pets, sent to cull the riffraff.

They worked for aureks; we worked for valor and loyalty. Those two ideals never played nice.
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Chapter Two
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APPARENTLY, WORKING for shady galactic syndicates had its downsides. Because an hour into scanning for Varos, I stumbled on a scene that made me smile—at first. Then my blood went cold.

Niralla was pinned against a wall in a narrow lane. Three thugs boxed her in—a brutish dane woman, an ugly Kanavar, and a Chysarian.
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