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He’s the galaxy’s worst scoundrel. She’s the bounty hunter who caught him. Now they’re stuck with each other — and the cuffs aren’t coming off.
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Previously in The Adventures of Corbin Nash...
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Outlaw pilot Corbin Nash and former bounty hunter Penelope Lovecake barely escaped the Syndicate, the Bounty Hunter Guild, and an angry corporate heiress who wants her ship — the Pussy Cat — back. Their partnership has broken every one of Penelope’s “Rules of Engagement,” and the line between lust and something far riskier keeps getting thinner.

Their latest job—delivering a sealed crate aboard the war relic Goliath—went sideways fast when the crate turned out to be a sleeper pod containing Sierra, a mysterious woman with bioluminescent veins and memories erased by force. Waking her changed everything: the ship stabilized around her; systems responded to her presence... and dangerous old enemies began sniffing at their trail.

A hyperspace distortion ripped the Pussy Cat off course, leaving Corbin, Penelope, Sierra, and their too-smug droid Cog stranded inside Carthis Drift, a deathtrap debris field with no beacon, no maps, and no way out except forward. Sierra’s fragmented memories offered only one warning: something built this place, something cold, precise, and still evolving.

When a wing of Marauder pirates ambushed them inside the Drift, Sierra and Penelope manned the quad turrets in a chaotic firefight—part gunnery, part competition. They survived, but not by much. Worse: Marauders were never supposed to be this deep in the Drift, meaning someone out here is watching... and waiting.

Three caffeine-deprived weeks later, the Pussy Cat broke free of the Drift and descended toward Arden, a remote frontier world that should have been quiet. Instead, Corbin found a starport with no traffic, a town on the edge of starvation, and residents terrified of whoever controls the skies.

And the wrong people recognized the Pussy Cat.

Now, with Sierra’s identity still a mystery, Cog one coat of pink paint away from a breakdown, and Penelope shaking on tea-rations, Corbin and his crew walk into a settlement full of Syndicate-friendly smugglers, armed watchers, and secrets buried under a decade of fear.

One thing’s certain:

Getting to Arden was the easy part.
Getting off it? That’s going to cost more than credits.
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Chapter 1: Kraelith
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“Aroth packs, do not engage. The High Council has spoken.”

The ritual warning rolls across every frequency in a thunder of alpha voices—deep, layered, vibrating with command. It’s broadcast so often this time of year it becomes the pulse of the world itself. A mantra. A leash. A threat.

No hunting.

No stalking.

No bloodshed.

Not yet.

Only when the horn sounds does the season begin—three sanctioned days where every Aroth becomes predator or prey. No exemptions. No sanctuary. Every soul participates. Every soul is marked.

But the season is still one hundred fourteen hours, forty-three minutes, and seventeen seconds away.

And always—every year—there are pups too restless to wait. Unblooded hotheads desperate to claw their way into standing. Others are worse: curs willing to poach out of season.

If caught, their choices are simple.

The lucky ones—lucky—are exiled. Stripped of clan and pack and mating rights, condemned to wander the wilds until death finally gnaws their bones.

The less fortunate?

Their own pack tears them apart.

The last two seasons disgraced Kraelith’s clan. Young pups disobeyed both the High Council and their clan alpha. It will not happen again.

“I repeat: we wait,” the alpha growls—ancient, resonant, lethal. “We wait until the season has officially started.”

Kraelith is not merely alpha of his pack. He is First Fang of all thirty-seven packs bearing his mark. His clan is young by Aroth reckoning, but ascendant—five generations ago, they were a meager twelve packs. Now they are one of the fastest-growing clans on Kesh ‘tar. Every day brings new petitioners. Most are rejected. Only the strongest claws, the keenest instincts, the fiercest bloodline survives his scrutiny.

Where excellence thrives, lesser curs trail behind it like flies to carrion, desperate for the cast-off shine.

Kraelith powers down his starfighter. One by one, the packs follow. Their drives cool. Their hulls darken—carbon composites swallowing starlight until they become shadows within shadows. Predators crouched in the void.

Waiting.

Watching.

Starving.

Rarely does prey wander into their territory.

He almost tastes it—hot blood, racing pulse, the metallic tang of fear. Instinct prowls inside him, urging him to leap before the horn.

But the Council’s decree holds him in place like a claw at his throat.

So, he waits.
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CORBIN EASES THE HYPERSPACE lever back. The Pussy Cat shivers—space-time tension collapsing around her hull. Penelope unspools the velocity dampers, bleeding off inertia. Blue hyperspace glare collapses into white, then into streaks, then into a crisp scatter of stars across perfect black.

Penelope flicks her eyes across the nav display.

Kesh ‘tar.

Dravet region.

Frontier trade lanes.

Actual docking protocols.

Maybe—gods willing—a decent cup of coffee.

Most importantly: no Syndicate flags on the registry.

They’ve wandered deep into the fringe. Out here, Syndicate influence frays to threads. Frontier systems aren’t lawless—just independent. And independence means fewer rules, fewer eyes, fewer complications.

Sierra tilts her head, pupils dilating. Her expression goes faraway, as if listening to a frequency nobody else can hear.

“Kesh ‘tar...” she murmurs. “I’ve never heard of it.”

Penelope’s fingers brush through her hair—unthinking, soft, sensual. Too sensual.

Gods, I really am getting girly.

No one would believe Penelope Lovecake—cold razor of the bounty lanes—could swing from ice to fire like this. Hell, she barely believes it.

It’s not like she hasn’t had sex. She has—plenty. Heat without attachment. Bodies without hearts. Seduction as a weapon.

But something shifted. Has been shifting ever since she clapped restraints on Corbin Nash and then... didn’t walk away.

Didn’t stray.

Didn’t break.

And neither did he.

Not love—not that word, never that vulnerability. But something. Something unnamed. Something dangerous.

And if it is love?

A quiet voice whispers: You’re toast, Pen.

She shoves it down. “According to the starport logs, not many people have heard of Kesh ‘tar. But trade is trade. Trade means contact.”

“Not always,” Sierra murmurs. She meets Penelope’s eyes—a learned human gesture. “Some advanced species enforce isolation. Intentional. Rare, but not unheard of.”

Her gaze shifts toward the viewport. “They’re out there.”

Corbin straightens. “Who’s out there?” Their time with Sierra has been short, but her instincts—no, her processing—hasn’t failed yet.

“Who?” Sierra tilts her head, shrugging in a gesture she learned yesterday. “Incorrect question. What is correct. And the answer is five squadrons of starfighters.”

Penelope snaps her attention to the SDU. For three heartbeats it’s blank. Then faint flickers appear—sensor ghosts resolving into icons. Small craft. Fast. Coordinated. Fighters.

“How the hell do you do that?” Pen mutters. “Your sensor net outperforms the ship.”

Sierra’s smile is small and dangerous. “It doesn’t. Mine is only marginally superior to human sensory range. I’m using the Pussy Cat’s array. I’m simply better at filtering noise.”

Corbin leans in, voice tight. “What are they doing?”

“Waiting.”

“For us?” Corbin snorts. “Not likely.”

“I did not say they were,” Sierra replies.

But the hair on the back of Penelope’s neck lifts.

Because she’s already felt it.

They’ve flown straight into someone’s hunting ground.

And the predators have already tasted blood in the wind.
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Chapter 2: Breaking Rank
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A ripple of silver light tears open the darkness—spacetime warping like stretched silk—and a ship bursts out of hyperspace directly into the Aroth ambush net. Every sensor display across Kraelith’s fighter wing flares with the same readout, icons blooming like wounds.

Vessel detected.

Class: Medium Freighter / Transport Hybrid.

Transponder: SS Pussy Cat.

Registry: Syndicate.

Owner: Diamond Jade.

Species onboard: Human.

Kraelith’s lips peel back in a guttural growl. “Human.”

He spits the word as though the translation itself tastes like rot. With a flick of a claw, he summons the tactical hologram. A bipedal figure rotates above his console—soft flesh, no claws, barely any teeth worth mentioning. Hairless except for patches. Fragile. Pink skin.

They survive only by building metal shells and hiding inside them.

Pathetic prey.

Engines fire ahead of him—three sharp blue flares.

Before he even issues a command, three starfighters snap out of formation. Young hunters—reckless pups—peeling away in streaks of raw ignition.

A cold, familiar shame seeps into Kraelith’s bones.

Not again.

Not a third season.

He slams a clawed fist into his console. “Corwin! Raul! Misty! Return to formation immediately!” His voice rattles the comm net. “Bring your bloodlust to heel. We wait for the horn. We do NOT engage. No exceptions!”

But the pups accelerate—drives burning hot, carving bright scars across the void.

Misty’s voice cuts in, sharp with arrogance. “Enough waiting! The prey is right here! The hunt starts now!”

Kraelith’s hackles rise. Those exact words were shouted last season. And the season before. Both ended in disgrace.

He bares his fangs. “Second Claw—after them. Stop them before they spill blood or make a kill. Bring them to me. Dirtside.”

Twelve starfighters ignite in perfect synchrony—one full claw leaping into pursuit. Their engines burn blue-white as they break inertia, vectors shifting brutally as only Aroth pilots can manage: precise, predatory, merciless.

Failure is not an option.

If they falter—if they lose the pups—then the consequences will mirror the pups’ own fate.

Kraelith lowers his head, eyes closing.

Three seasons of humiliation.

His clan was rising—fast. But shame moves like infection. It spreads through bone and blood.

This time, there will be no mercy.

He lifts his muzzle to the void, voice rolling through every encrypted channel like the roar of a god.

“Aroth pack... these curs have broken sacred law. They hunt out of season. They defy their Alpha. They stain our clan with dishonor.”

Silence answers. Not submission—expectation.

“By clan decree,” he growls, voice dropping into lethal resonance, “they are poachers. Honor demands blood to cleanse the stain.”

His claws tighten on the controls.

“They will pay with their lives.”
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THE PUSSY CAT’S PROXIMITY alert detonates in a wailing scream.

Penelope’s pulse spikes so hard she tastes metal. “Shields—NOW!”

Corbin slams the toggles. “Defensive grid online. Weapon capacitors charging.”

Sierra stands perfectly still—only her pupils move, contracting into precise black
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