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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 stole the wrong ship—and lived. The Pussy Cat, once a Syndicate luxury transport, carried more than a reputation. It carried enemies who remembered its former owner and patrols eager to collect on old grudges.

After crossing paths with the Vishnar on Acheron Station, survival came at a cost. Penelope Lovecake was taken apart without a single blade—forced to confront feelings she’d spent her life burying. Corbin endured his own quiet violation, emerging shaken, angry, and determined not to let anyone see the cracks.

On Khar’eth Prime, the past caught up fast. Drassik patrols boarded the ship, sniffing for Syndicate ghosts. Corbin lied well enough to keep them breathing, but violence followed him into Spacer’s Row anyway. By the time the Pussy Cat lifted off again, Corbin was bleeding, the authorities were hostile, and Penelope was watching from the cockpit—grounded by fear, guilt, and everything she hadn’t said.

Now they’re running hot, hauling dangerous cargo through unfriendly space, with enemies behind them and worse choices ahead.

Some reputations won’t stay buried.

And some fires are only just beginning.
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Chapter 1: Diamond Calling

[image: ]


A flashing white light blooms on the instrument panel, steady and unmistakable. Destination reached.

Corbin eases back on the hyperspace lever, slow and controlled. He’s made this transition a thousand times, but he never rushes it. Hyperspace doesn’t forgive impatience.

You can do this, P, Penelope reassures herself.

She doesn’t look at him. Her fingers move across the controls on her side of the console, precise despite the faint tremor in her hands. “Velocity dampers extending.”

The ship shudders as the Pussy Cat tears free of the hyperspace tunnel. Blue-white light collapses inward, folding shut behind them like a wound sealing itself. The long streaks of stars shrink into sharp pinpoints.

For a brief moment, the cockpit is silent except for the low hum of systems stabilizing.

Cog’s glowing optics swivel toward Corbin. “Vak’nir star system confirmed. Orbital mechanics align with projected models.”

Penelope exhales slowly and checks the sensor display unit. “No immediate contacts. No energy spikes.” She hesitates, then adds, “Sensors show clean. For now.”

Corbin nods and inputs Sap’pur into the nav-comp. The ship’s reaction control thrusters fire in short bursts, bending the vector onto an intercept course. Outside the cockpit, the stars smear into a lazy swirl, then snap back into stillness.

Vak’nir is quiet. Too quiet. He doesn’t trust systems that look perfect at first glance.

He turns slightly in his chair. “Cog. Give me a status report on the Kinja.”

Cog’s optics flare red, brighter than before. “They escaped containment approximately thirty-two minutes after departure from Khar’eth Prime. They are currently distributed throughout the cargo hold, primarily within ventilation ducts and structural recesses.”

Corbin grimaces. “Containment failure?”

“No,” Cog says flatly. “Containment sabotage. The seals were intentionally weakened.”

Penelope stiffens but doesn’t speak.

“I recommend,” Cog continues, “that the inner cargo door remain sealed at all times. Drassik eggs would have constituted a safer and less predatory shipment.”

Corbin snorts. “Worms, baby lizards. What’s the difference?”

“The lizards will not consume you alive,” Cog replies. “The worms will.”

Corbin considers that. “Fair.”

Cog’s tone shifts, almost pleased. “On the positive side, the Kinja have had sufficient time to grow. Their increased mass and metabolic activity will make them more appealing to the Drassik receivers. A bonus is statistically likely.”

“Great,” Corbin mutters. “If we survive long enough to collect it.”

A soft chime interrupts them. A light begins blinking on the comm panel.

Incoming signal.

Corbin frowns and leans closer to the sensor display. “That’s not right. We just dropped in. No traffic lanes this far out. No ships on scan.”

Penelope’s jaw tightens. “Could be a delayed burst transmission.”

“From whom?” Sierra asks from behind them.

Corbin doesn’t answer. He reaches out and flips the comm toggle to receive.

The voice hits the cockpit instantly. Female. Smooth. Confident. Far too close.

“Pussy Cat, Pussy Cat,” the voice sings. “Where are you hiding?”

Penelope goes rigid.

“Penelope. Corbin.” The woman laughs softly. “I am coming for you. You can run, but you’ll only die tired.”

The laughter stretches out, savoring every second.

“Oh, I do enjoy playing with my prey before going in for the kill. Anticipation makes everything sweeter.” A pause. “And Cog. You traitor. I haven’t forgotten you. I’ve brought an inquisitor droid just for you. I promise, disassembly will be... thorough.”

The transmission cuts off.

For several seconds, no one speaks.

The color drains from Penelope’s face, leaving her pale and hollow-eyed. Her hands hover uselessly above the console. Sierra moves closer, watching her carefully, ready to catch her if she goes down.

Penelope swallows hard. “I know that voice.”

Corbin already knows the answer, but he asks anyway. “Yeah?”

“It’s Diamond Jade.”

Corbin lets out a low grunt. “Figures.”

Sierra tilts her head. “She did not announce a bounty claim. This behavior is irregular.”

“That’s because she is the one who issued the bounty,” Corbin says. “A few failures, and now it is personal.”

He leans back in his chair, jaw tight. “Explains why we weren’t on the boards on Khar’eth Prime. She pulled our listing. Wants to capture us herself.”

“And then kill us,” Penelope says quietly.

“Eventually,” Corbin agrees. “After she’s had her fun.”

Cog’s optics dim slightly. “Statistical chances of survival: seventeen percent.”

Sierra’s gaze flicks between them. “You have prior history.”

Corbin nods once. “Yeah. Diamond, Pen, and I go way back.” He doesn’t elaborate. “None of it good.”

Penelope finally looks at him. There’s fear there, but also something sharper. Anger, maybe. Or resolve.

“She shouldn’t have found us this fast,” she says. “Our jump was clean.”

“Doesn’t matter,” Corbin says. “The Syndicate watches everything. Once she knew we were on Khar’eth Prime and hauling cargo, the destination pool got really small. Sap’pur, Tar’bac Spaceport is at the top of the list.”

He reaches out and flips the comm toggles to OFF. The cockpit feels smaller without the open channel, but quieter.

“Options?” Sierra asks.

Corbin stares out at the starfield. Somewhere out there, Diamond Jade is moving. Hunting them.

“We don’t panic,” he says. “We finish the delivery. Sap’pur first. Drassik get their worms. Then we disappear.”

“And if she intercepts us before then?” Penelope asks.

Corbin cracks a thin smile. “Then we remind her why she hasn’t killed us yet.”

Outside the viewport, Vak’nir burns cold and patient.
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