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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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For once, Corbin and Penelope thought they had found quiet skies. The bounties were fading, the whiskey was flowing, and their ship—the Pussy Cat—was still in one piece. But peace never lasts long in Nash’s orbit. When rumors of an ancient treasure reached their comms, Corbin smelled fortune, and Penelope smelled another trap. Cog logged both probabilities and suggested a fifty-fifty split on the profit—or the blame.

They traced the signal to a dead world, a red-lit ruin haunted by ghosts of the past. Radiation storms and forgotten cities filled the scanners. Still, Corbin grinned, because trouble is his element. Penelope followed, because she’s addicted to his gravity. Together they descended into the world’s bones, chasing coordinates drawn on a centuries-old map that promised wealth—or death.

The planet wasn’t empty. Monsters waited. Flesh that burned and healed again, creatures born from the sins of dead scientists—failed immortals called Na’rhaeth. Corbin should have died in the forest that day. Instead, a woman saved him.

Liliana. Pale, beautiful, and carrying more secrets than her smile. She burned the creatures to ash with a weapon older than Cog’s circuits and walked out of the mist like she belonged there. When Corbin asked if she was the guide, she only laughed and said, “No, Corbin Nash. You’re the guide.” That’s when Penelope saw her—and the world tilted.

Penelope’s first instinct was her blaster. Her second was jealousy. The stranger’s gaze sliced through her, and for the first time since the cuffs came off, Penelope wasn’t sure she was the one Corbin would die for. She hid it well—behind sarcasm, swagger, and the shirt that still smelled like him—but Liliana saw the crack. Everyone did.

Corbin, blind as ever, played diplomat while Penelope bristled. The tension bled through every look, every word. Cog recorded it all—Corbin’s oblivious charm, Penelope’s silence, Liliana’s half-smile—and labeled it “probable emotional destabilization event.”

When night fell, the Pussy Cat sat in orbit over a planet full of ghosts, and three hearts beat out of sync: one reckless, one wounded, one watching.

From the bridge, Cog made the final note.

“Status: emotional instability escalating. Variable Liliana—unquantifiable. Probability of betrayal—ninety-four percent. Recommend observation. And popcorn.”
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Chapter 1: Nox
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Corbin flips the mic switch. “Nox Control, Pussy Cat on approach for reentry.”

Penelope slides into the copilot seat and cinches the harness until it presses into her ribs. She’s still in his shirt—loose over bare skin, sleeves rolled to the elbows, the fabric holding a faint trace of his soap, the engine room, and the unmistakable scent of him. It has become her armor. He thinks it’s her wall. It is both. A wrong word and it crumbles; a wrong touch and it melts.

“Nox Control to Pussy Cat. Maintain current vector. You are cleared for approach and landing on Pad Nine. Welcome back.”

Liliana drops into the jump seat behind Corbin, the chair’s shock pistons sighing. “They sound friendly.”

Corbin smirks at the forward canopy. “Depends on how the Haran receive you—friend or prey. Smile first, bare teeth later. Generally, be nice and they won’t bite.”

Liliana laughs, low and musical. “Good to know.”

Corbin rolls the Pussy Cat on axis, belly presenting to the planet, then feathers the RCS. A short main burn eases their periapsis down into the thickening blue. The acceleration pushes them into their chairs—one and a half g, rising. He cuts thrust with a crisp tap. “Forward shields. Now.”

Penelope’s fingers move without thinking, her body remembering even when the mind floats somewhere else. The HUD blooms with arc geometry—thermal load predictions, stagnation points, a golden sheath crawling from the nose, across the belly. She routes power to the forward emitters and leans into the harness as Corbin kicks the attitude thrusters, pitching the nose up to fifty-five degrees—high angle of attack for lift, for drag, for survival.

The thin breathless edge of Nox kisses their hull. Static crawls. Then the upper air hits like a hot hand. The heatshield blushes crimson, then white-orange. The skin hums—molecular, intimate—like the ship is moaning through its bones.

Cog swivels his optics toward Penelope. “Status report: Penelope’s forward shields at twelve percent. Emotional armor compromised. Breach imminent. Recommend immediate application of Corbin therapy.”

Penelope growls, “Cog, I don’t need your constant status reports.”

Cog doesn’t miss a beat. “Correction: you don’t want them. Your needs are currently misaligned with your coping capabilities.”

Corbin chuckles, gloved hands easy on the yoke. “Focus, Cupcake. Nav vector for the spaceport.”

“Don’t call me—” She inhales. Lets it out. “Course correction to zero-nine-seven degrees for final approach corridor. The crosswind aloft is ugly.”

“You sure?”

She flicks him a look. His mouth is already crooked, baiting her. He knows where her edges are. He knows how to get under. He knows. “Of course I’m sure,” she says, crisp, professional. “Adjust yaw two degrees starboard, maintain AOA.”

He lifts one hand off the controls just enough to brush the tip of her nose. A ridiculous, devastating little flick.

She bites the inside of her lip to kill the smile. Stop it. The giggle slides out anyway, small, and traitor-soft. “I wish you wouldn’t do that.”

He doesn’t answer, but the line of his jaw says he hears the part she doesn’t say. No, you don’t.

Rule Three—no talk of love—holds like glass under load. Microfractures spider outward, invisible until they catch the light.

The glow outside climbs toward nova-hot. Plasma flames shear off the leading edges; the cockpit dims automatically, the world beyond an inferno smear. Penelope manages the shield bleed, cycling load between forward emitters and ablative tiles. The ship bites deeper. Aerodynamic doesn’t quite apply up here—call it hypersonic flow discipline. They’re a boulder skipping a black lake, each skip a calculation of lift and loss.

“Drag’s building,” Corbin says, voice even. “You feel the buffet?”

“Yes.” She watches the accelerometer tremble, a ripple of pressure waves nibbling the margins of stability. “Hold attitude. If you chase it, we’ll overcorrect.”

“Oxygen spikes on port bleed,” Cog notes. “Minor tile ablation breach, sealed by secondary gel.”

“Logged,” Penelope says. She reroutes. “Forward shields at ninety percent, and holding. Gentle on the controls.”

“Always gentle,” he murmurs, and the edge in the words isn’t cockpit talk.

Her pulse pulls tight. She keeps her eyes on the numbers.

The planet swells fast—dark jungles in vast squares of emerald, river silver like cuts in flesh. The plasma halo thins as their velocity bleeds away. Hypersonic becomes merely ugly supersonic, the roar dropping
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