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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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Corbin Nash was a smuggler with a ship, a reputation, and more enemies than friends. Penelope Lovecake was the bounty hunter sent to bring him in.

Neither plan survived first contact.

After a botched capture, shifting alliances, and one too many firefights, Penelope chose the outlaw life—trading the Guild’s rules for Corbin’s chaos. Together with Sierra, an unflappable synthetic intelligence, and Cog, a droid with opinions no one asked for, they pushed deeper into Syndicate fringe space, running jobs no one else would touch.

The bounties on their heads climbed.

So did the risks.

On Acheron Station, they crossed paths with the Vishnar—an ancient, evolved species who watched more than they spoke and calculated far more than they revealed. What began as a simple trade turned into something else entirely.

Something neither Corbin nor Penelope was prepared for.

They escaped—but survival came at a cost.

Penelope returned changed. Stripped of her emotional defenses and forced to confront feelings she wasn’t ready to name. Corbin, watching her break, did the one thing he’s worst at—nothing—giving her space when every instinct told him to protect.

Now, with military patrols tightening across the sector and old ghosts stirring in the dark, running is no longer enough.

Some fires can’t be outrun.

And the next jump may take them straight into one.
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Chapter 1: Out of the Frying Pan
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Corbin’s hand settles on the hyperdrive lever, thumb resting against the worn safety ridge. The metal is warm beneath his skin—residual heat from the last jump, or maybe just the ship responding to him.

He doesn’t pull it.

Not yet.

He stares into Cog’s glowing optics. The droid’s faceplate reflects faintly in the cockpit glass, layered over stars stretched into blue-white lines by relativistic shear.

“No Vishnar?”

“Affirmative.”

“No Kraelith?”

“Affirmative.”

Corbin’s jaw tightens. “No Syndicate.”

“Affirmative. The Drassik have a documented aversion to the Syndicate.”


Corbin frowns. That lands wrong. Nothing in his life ever lined up that cleanly.
“That sounds way too good to be true. What aren’t you telling me?”

Cog’s optics dim a fraction—his version of a wince.

“The Pussy Cat’s registration and reputation classify it as Syndicate corporate elite property.”

Corbin exhales slowly through his nose. “Of course they do.”

“And,” Cog continues, helpfully, “the Drassik are humanoid reptilian.”

Corbin grimaces. “Meat eaters. Great. Just my luck. I’m hoping their appetite runs more toward bugs.”

“Negative.”

Corbin’s fingers tighten on the lever. “Figures.”

He pushes it forward.

The Pussy Cat punches out of the hyperspace tunnel. Blue shear collapses behind them, snapping back into nothing as the velocity dampers bite hard. Momentum bleeds off with bone-deep force. The cockpit shudders, then steadies, structural fields humming as they compensate.

White streaks smear across the viewport—then contract into cold, distant pinpoints.

Real space.

For a heartbeat, everything is quiet.

No weapons fire. No pursuit vectors.

No alarms.

Not yet.

Corbin’s eyes flick across the displays, muscle memory doing most of the work. Power stable. Hull intact. Shields charged but idle.

“Cog,” he says, “of all the star systems in the void, why did you choose this one?”

“It was the closest system that met your parameters,” Cog replies. “No Vishnar. No Kraelith. No Syndicate muscle.”

“Teeth and claws were parameters too,” Corbin mutters. “And not wanting to eat us.”

“They will not attempt to eat us,” Cog says. A pause, just long enough to be deliberate. “Not immediately.”

Corbin closes his eyes. “Cog.”

“They enjoy playing with their food.”

Corbin opens one eye. “The odds we don’t end up being the food on their dinner plate?”

“Extremely high,” Cog says. “They do not use plates.”

“That is not what I meant.”

“Marginal.”

Corbin snorts despite himself. He leans back in the pilot’s chair, rolling tension out of his shoulders. “So, all we have to do is convince them we aren’t Syndicate.”

“Affirmative.”

“Should be easy enough. The forged papers were replaced long ago. Clean identities. Independent registry. No flags.”

Cog’s optics dim again. “The forged papers would have been more convincing. Smuggling is an honored profession among the Drassik.”

Corbin winces. “Of course it is.”

“And the cargo hold is empty.”

Corbin spreads his hands. “Perfect. Is there anything else that can go wrong?”

Cog’s optics brighten.

Corbin straightens. “That was rhetorical.”

Before Cog can answer—because of course he’s going to answer—the proximity alarms scream.

Corbin’s posture snaps upright, every nerve lighting at once. His hand flies back to the controls.

Normally, Penelope would be in the co-pilot’s seat by now. Sierra too, leaning against the bulkhead with that half-smile she wears when she’s synced deep. Since Acheron Station, Penelope has kept her distance—either sealed in her cabin or speaking quietly with Sierra in the corridors.

He hasn’t pushed.

Yet.

The tactical display blooms across the main screen.

Four contacts.

Tight formation. High relative velocity.

They’d dropped out of hyperspace moments after the Pussy Cat.

“How the hell did they get here so fast?” Corbin mutters.

“Patrol craft,” Cog says. “Long-range interceptors.”

Corbin’s jaw tightens. Military-grade, then. Or cartel military. Sometimes there isn’t much difference.

They can’t fight.

Not like this. Not with Penelope unstable and Sierra stretched thin.

The comm crackles. A voice hisses through the speaker, Basic filtered through a throat not meant for it—sibilant, wet, amused.

“Alien vessel. Prepare to be boarded.”

Who’s calling who an alien, Corbin thinks.

He keys the mic, keeping his tone casual, polite, and respectful. “SS Pussy Cat out of Cinnabar. No need to come aboard. Our hold’s empty. We’re just passing through. Hoping to make a deal. Pick up a load.”

A pause.

Corbin imagines slit pupils narrowing. Tongues tasting the air.

Then the hiss returns, threaded with something like a smile.
“We know the Pussy Cat. We know it is Diamond Jade’s transport.”
Corbin’s stomach drops.

That name carries weight. Even out here.

He keeps his voice steady. “Former transport. She’s not aboard.”

Another pause. Longer this time.

“Resist and—” the voice stops, savoring the moment. “—do resist.”

The channel clicks dead.

Corbin exhales, slow and controlled. “They’re not asking.”

“No,” Cog agrees. “They are assessing.”

Corbin’s fingers dance across the console, throttling power without triggering aggression protocols. “They know the hold’s empty.”

“Yes.”

“They know the ship.”

“Yes.”

“And they still want to board.”

“Affirmative.”

Corbin stares at the incoming vectors. “Which means this isn’t about cargo.”

“Correct.”

“It’s about what the ship represents.”

Cog tilts his head. “Or whom.”

The interceptors fan out, engines flaring. Precision movements. Confident ones. This isn’t a raid. It is a visit.

Corbin sets his jaw. “All right. Let’s see how bad this reputation really is.”
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