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About the Author

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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Corbin Nash—smuggler, rogue, accidental hero, and Penelope Lovecake—bounty hunter, professional menace, emotional disaster have survived Syndicate turf wars, mercenary ambushes, cursed artifacts, planetary riots, dead moons, sentient tech, and each other.

Their crew is small but effective:

	Cog, a profit-obsessed droid with delusions of grandeur.

	Sierra, an advanced construct whose growing humanity is almost as unnerving as her ability to see through lies, darkness, and physics.


Together, they’ve ridden the edge of the outer sectors, taking whatever jobs keep the engines running and the Syndicate off their backs.

But everything changed on Kesh ’tar.

What should’ve been a routine trade run dropped them into the territory of the Aroth—a predator species ruled by dominance, ritual combat, and the brutal bloodsport known simply as The Hunt.

Penelope’s pheromones triggered fights. Corbin’s instincts triggered challenges.
And both of them accidentally triggered the attention of Kraelith, First Fang of the Aroth.
Forced into the Hunt—with no rules, no allies, and no mercy, Corbin and Penelope fought through young challengers, elite packs, collapsing ridges, and ancient ruins. In the depths of the mountains, they awakened a long-buried sentinel construct, drawing the wrath of an entire world.

By dawn, they crawled into the valley alive.

Kraelith himself acknowledged Corbin as an alpha and warned them to leave Kesh ’tar forever. Waking the sentinel was unforgivable. Returning would mean death.

The Pussy Cat lifted off carrying scars, wolf pelts, and more unresolved tension between Corbin and Penelope than either is willing to admit.

They escaped the wolves.

But out in the dark between the stars, older predators are watching. And the next world they stumble into makes Kesh ’tar look welcoming.
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Chapter 1: Dark Is the Day

[image: ]


The HUD and nav displays flicker awake, washing the cockpit in soft blue light. A white indicator blinks for attention on the instrument panel. Corbin pushes the hyperdrive lever forward, disengaging the jump drive.

Penelope reports, “Velocity dampers extending.”

The Pussy Cat bursts out of hyperspace. The blue tunnel collapses, streaks of light snapping back into star-pinpoints. Corbin glances at the nav display: Acheron system. Never heard of it. Out here on the Syndicate fringes, that isn’t unusual.

Beyond the Syndicate lie the Alliance, the Republic, the Coalition of Free Planets—and farther still, the loosely claimed regions where the maps thin and the rules dissolve.

Places worth thinking about.

The Syndicate keeps expanding outward, burning everything behind it. The number of unexplored, unclaimed systems shrinks every month. Maybe a dozen worlds left—twenty at most—before they’ll have to disappear again.

Not his fault. It’s Cog’s fault.

The damn droid refuses to let him change the ship’s name. Pussy Cat draws too much attention—not to mention the notoriety of its former owner, Diamond Jade. The bounty doesn’t help either.

Sierra’s voice carries from the sensor station. “No hostile vessels detected. System traffic is... light. Ore freighters and mining vessels only.” She pauses—then laughs softly. “Your popularity is catching up to you. Your bounties have increased. Two-point-five million credits—each. Cog’s bounty remains at two million.”

Corbin smirks. “Hear that, Cupcake? We’ve made it to the big time.”

“Corbin! You know I hate that name.”

No, you don’t, Pen, Corbin thinks. You love it. Admit it.

Don’t say that word, her inner voice counters, traitorous. Ever.

Penelope sighs. “Our bounties going up isn’t good. More people are going to come after us. We’re not even safe in the fringe worlds anymore.”

Corbin reaches out and brushes the tip of her nose with one finger. She tries to lean away, but her body betrays her, and a giggle escapes before she can stop it.

Admit it, Pen. You love the attention.

No, I don’t. Even inside her own head, the protest rings weak.

Corbin turns toward the droid. “Why this star system? There isn’t an inhabited planet in Acheron.”

Cog’s optics brighten. “Maximum profitability.”

If the droid had a mouth, he’d be grinning wide enough to split his faceplate. “The Aroth and the Vishnar are... hostile to each other.”

Corbin mutters, “The Aroth are hostile to anyone who isn’t Aroth.”

Cog continues, unbothered. “Wolf hides—particularly Aroth hides—are in high demand.”

Corbin points a warning finger. “Cog, if the Vishnar are anything like the Aroth, I’m letting Penelope dismantle you. Sierra is interfaced with the Pussy Cat’s systems. I’m sure she can undo everything you’ve hardwired into this ship.”

Sierra’s eyes flash blue. “I can.”

Cog’s optics pulse. “The Aroth and the Vishnar are nothing alike. They are vampires.”
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NIGHT NEVER ENDS ON Acheron Station.

Carved into the dense metallic spine of a drifting asteroid, the station coils in a labyrinth of cold iron, hushed corridors, and lighting tuned to the narrow spectrum favored by the Nocturne Houses. Soft. Shadowed. Sculpted for their senses.

Here, darkness is not an absence of light.

It is culture.
Tradition.
Power.
In the highest spire, beneath a cathedral vault of polished black basalt, a lone figure stands motionless before a viewing port of distant stars—an elegant silhouette draped in midnight fabric that moves like smoke.

Lord Vaelir of House Valyx.

His eyes—deep silver-blue—flicker as internal augments parse encrypted transmissions streaming into the spire:

• Trade routes shifting
• Cargo manifests
• Black-market whispers
• Death on Kesh ’tar
• A sentinel waking in ancient ruins
And then—something new.

A small, Syndicate-registered ship.
Two humans.
A construct with a signature decades out of time.
Vaelir tilts his head. “How curious,” he murmurs, voice velvet edged with frost.

Two attendants stand behind him in perfect stillness, bioluminescent nanofibers glowing beneath their skin—lineage-light of the old Nocturne bloodlines.

Vaelir raises a hand. A hologram spirals upward from his palm.

SS Pussy Cat — inbound
Origin: Kesh ’tar
Cargo: high-value pelts
“Wolf pelts,” one attendant whispers. “Aroth.”

Vaelir’s lips curve, slow and predatory. “Bold.”

Another transmission scrolls into view.

Manifest anomaly:
— One human female: pheromonal profile flagged
— One human male: aggression index high
— One synthetic: unregistered
— One droid: mouthy
Vaelir’s smile deepens. “Send word to the House. Acheron receives guests tonight.”
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