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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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The galaxy thought Corbin Nash couldn’t get any bolder. It was wrong. After the slime, the scandals, and the firefights, Corbin and Penelope had started to believe the universe might finally leave them alone. They were wrong too. On Nox, she wore his shirt like armor, and he wore his grin like a challenge. Together, they were unstoppable—until the Syndicate decided to remind them who still held the leash.

It begins with a mistake so small it feels harmless. Penelope walks into a boutique, just another woman shopping for something soft and clean. For a heartbeat, she forgets she’s a wanted criminal. Then the goons arrive—black masks, shock prods, no mercy. They drag her from the light and into the Guild’s cold belly, stripping away everything she is until only rage and terror remain. Alone, naked, and forgotten, she promises herself one thing: Corbin will come. He has to.

He does.

Corbin burns his way through the Guild Hall like a man possessed, demolishing walls and soldiers and any plan that doesn’t end with Penelope in his arms. Cog calculates the odds, protests the tactics, and fires the missiles anyway. The explosion tears half the city apart, but Corbin doesn’t care—he’s not leaving without her. When he finds her broken but alive, wrapped in bruises and stubbornness, the grin falters just long enough to show the animal underneath.

He cleans her wounds with the gentleness of a sinner making amends. She trembles, touches his face, and whispers, “You came for me.” The droid’s report is clinical: “He did. Against impossible odds.” But Penelope hears what Corbin doesn’t say—what he’s never said. You matter more than the ship. More than the credits. More than my life. Something in her finally breaks, and it feels like freedom.

They return to the stars with the Guild burning behind them. The Pussy Cat limps into orbit, engines howling like ghosts, her hull scarred and her crew raw. Penelope wakes in Corbin’s shirt again, but this time it isn’t stolen; it’s given. She lets him touch her without fear, lets him see her without armor. The woman who once cuffed him to a wall now sleeps in his bed, breath steady against his chest. Corbin doesn’t say it, but Cog notes it anyway: “Status—mutual attachment achieved.”

Later, on Nox, Penelope chooses silk over steel. She steps into the doorway of his cabin wearing the chemise he bought her—a whisper of fabric and surrender—and for the first time, Corbin can’t find a joke. The smirk dies somewhere between his throat and his heart.

Cog watches from the bridge, recording data he already understands. His processors hum, lights dim, and in the quiet of his own logic he writes the only line that matters:

“Emotional containment—failed. Statistical projection—inevitable escalation. Prepare for consequences.”
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Chapter 1: Closed Systems
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Dust-off from Du’am happens fast. Too fast. No time to haggle for a cargo or sniff out a contract — not with the Syndicate still combing the docks. The Pussy Cat climbs through the thin atmosphere like a punched-up stray, engines howling in protest but holding steady. Empty hold, full nerves.

Corbin leans back in the pilot’s chair. “An empty hold still weighs nothing, Pen. But I got us a lead — rumor of a payout big enough to retire on.”

“Or die for,” she mutters, sliding into the copilot seat.

She’s traded the chemise for her old armor: Corbin’s night-shirt. It hangs loose off one shoulder, soft from too many washes. His scent clings to the collar — whiskey, smoke, heat — and it’s both comfort and curse. Her shields are back in place: No kissing. It is too intimate. No pillow talk, and absolutely no talk of love.

“Shields unstable,” Cog reports from behind them, voice bright as static. “Twenty-five percent and fluctuating. Structural integrity compromised. One or two good hits and she is going down.”

Penelope frowns at the console. “That can’t be right. I just checked the generators. Reserve banks are topped off.” Then it clicks. “You’re talking about me, aren’t you?”

Corbin’s trying, and failing, not to laugh.

Her glare could melt hull plating. “You rusty tin can. I told you — Corbin doesn’t need your constant status reports. Keep it up and I’ll rip your limbs off. You don’t need them to operate the ship.”

Corbin chuckles. “Can’t help you there, old boy. Never step between an angry woman and the hardware she’s about to dismantle.”

“Calculating probability of survival,” Cog says. “Error. Error. Probability has improved significantly since her captivity.”

Corbin smirks wider. “Told you. You’re on your own.”

He pulls a folded sheet of parchment from his vest pocket. The thing looks ancient — stim stick smoke-tan, corners frayed, seams barely holding. He smooths it open across his knee. Penelope leans closer, curiosity softening her glare.

“A treasure map?” she laughs.

“The keyword’s treasure,” Corbin replies, refolding it with mock reverence. “And yeah. Of sorts.”

She narrows her eyes. “Of sorts usually means trouble.”

He shrugs. “Trouble’s the only thing that pays on time.”

Turning toward the droid. “Cog, before Pen tears you apart, set hyperspace coordinates for Aridante.”

Cog’s optics flare crimson. “Aridante lies within the Closed Systems. Destination restricted.”

Corbin’s grin is pure sin. “Restricted, not prohibited.”

Penelope’s stomach flips. “Closed Systems? What does that mean?”

“No one alive knows,” he says, almost cheerfully. “Seven star systems, sealed since before the Drift Wars. Some say no one gets in. Some say no one gets out. Personally, I call that superstitious gobbledygook.”

“Gobbledygook,” she says, wrinkling her nose. “Sounds like alien slime.”

He flashes teeth. “Then it’s our kind of job.”

“Three votes,” she adds quickly. “You’re outvoted, Cog.”

The droid swivels between them. “There are only two of you. Vote is tied.”

“Not so, old boy,” Corbin says. “By ship logic, Pen gets two votes — gunner and mechanic.”

Penelope grins, playing along. “And maid. That makes three for me, four total for Aridante.”

Cog hums in disgust. “One of you should be fired.”

“Can’t do it,” Corbin says. “We’re crew-essential.”

Reluctantly, Cog’s optics dim to amber. “Transferring coordinates to the nav-comp.”

The console lights up, lines of green code racing across the glass. The jump vector resolves — Aridante, glowing red on the star map like a wound.

Corbin’s fingers close around the hyperdrive lever. “Hold onto something.”

Penelope’s hand drifts to the armrest — close to his, not touching. She can feel the heat off his knuckles, the pulse that matches the rumble of the engines. Don’t look at him. Don’t.

He catches her glance anyway and smiles — that lazy, infuriating smile that makes her shields wobble. “What’s life without a little forbidden travel?”

She tries to sound bored. “Longer.”

The lever slides forward. Engines surge. Stars stretch into luminous threads, and the Pussy Cat dives headlong into the blue corridor of hyperspace.
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