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            To Eric, the other lost soul swimming in this fish bowl

            And

            To Jay, who carries me across the cold, cold river

         

         
      

   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 1
Save the Cats

         

         Captain Eva Innocente crept down the central corridor of La Sirena Negra, straining to hear the soft rumble of her quarry over the whine of the FTL drive and the creak of space-cold metal.
         

         
         ((Getting warmer,)) Min pinged over her commlink.

         
         Min would know, since the ship was essentially her second body when she was connected to the piloting interface. But the critter
            Eva was tracking wouldn’t stop moving. It had gone from the cargo bay down below, up through the mess, and was now somewhere
            between the crew quarters and the head. If it got to the bridge—
         

         
         ((Warmer.))

         
         A hiss of steam sprayed Eva’s hair. Startled, she nearly dropped the vented box she carried onto her foot, juggling it awkwardly
            before settling it against her hip. She resumed her barefoot tiptoeing with a scowl. Vakar would have to fix that leak later,
            once the more immediate problem was taken care of.
         

         
         ((Red hot!))

         
         Eva crouched, held her breath, and listened. At last, in a gap between two panels, she heard it.

         
         A lone kitten, purring.

         
         Eva reached in, grabbed it by the scruff of its neck, and dropped it into the box.

         
         ((Got it,)) she pinged back at Min. Eighteen down, two to go. Her arms were covered in scratches and her black hair was a
            mass of tangles from being woken up in a hurry, but on the plus side, she’d gotten pretty good at catching the little mojones.
         

         
         On the minus side, they were only a few hours from their drop point on Letis, and she wouldn’t get paid unless she delivered
            the full cargo.
         

         
         The kitten mewled, and Eva lifted the box to glare at it. “Don’t start with me,” she said. “This is the third time you’ve
            escaped and I’m ready to throw you all out the airlock.”
         

         
         Green eyes stared her down, the slitted pupils dilating to black discs.

         
         “And stop trying to hypnotize me,” Eva muttered. “It’s rude.” Fucking psychic cats.

         
         The cat yowled in reply.

         
         Eva carried the box down to the cargo hold. The tall ceiling allowed for multiple stacked containers, with catwalks near the
            top that had earned their name repeatedly over the past cycle. Metal plates were bolted onto the ship’s frame, some hinged
            to allow access to the guts underneath, with no exposed pipes or wires to break the monotony. A blocky passenger cabin sat
            in the corner, for the occasions when someone hired them for transportation instead of delivery. Mostly it transported broken
            parts Eva hadn’t bothered to sell or scrap.
         

         
         Leroy stood in the middle of the room, sweat beading on his upper lip, his curly red hair sticking up at odd angles like it
            had been licked into place. Since she’d found him on the floor covered in cats earlier, that was to be expected.
         

         
         Eva was almost a half meter shorter than him, and each of his pale, tattooed arms was thick as a steel beam, but he stiffened
            into the straight-backed pose of a soldier about to get chewed out as she came closer.
         

         
         “I’m sorry,” he said.

         
         “I heard you the last ten times. Relax.”

         
         His shoulders hunched. “I thought maybe, just one, for a minute—”

         
         “I know, Leroy. They’re hypnotic.” And you’re prone to suggestion, she added silently. One of many unfortunate side effects
            of his years as a meat-puppet soldier, being thrown into whatever corporate war needed warm bodies instead of tactical nukes,
            controlled remotely by people with an eye in the sky and no skin in the game. Other side effects being anxiety, nightmares,
            and the kind of sudden, extremely violent outbursts that turned an asset into a liability.
         

         
         Eva knew how those nightmares felt. She was also good at turning liabilities into assets, and Leroy was no exception. He’d
            been responsible for managing supply chains and tracking inventory when he was deployed, so handling smaller, less-frequent
            cargo logistics came easily to him.
         

         
         She dropped the cat into the spacious, climate-controlled shipping container from whence it had escaped. It had food, water,
            self-cleaning litter boxes, toys, tiny hammocks, raised platforms on which to run or recline—anything a cat could want, or
            so the person who designed it had thought.
         

         
         Apparently, what a cat really wanted was freedom.

         
         Eighteen balls of fur sat, or splayed out, or licked their butts, most of them studiously ignoring Eva and Leroy. A few glanced
            up and blinked languidly, as if they had not been slinking around the ship getting into trouble only minutes earlier.
         

         
         This was what she got for taking on live cargo. If she weren’t doing this for her former captain Tito, and if he weren’t paying
            better than their last four jobs combined . . . That smiling comemierda hadn’t told her the critters were genetically engineered
            mind-controlling geniuses. It was exactly the kind of casual not-quite-lie that had made her quit his crew seven years earlier,
            over her father’s objections. Given that her father preferred whole-ass lies, and given that he was Tito’s boss back then,
            his opinion had mattered as much as a fart in a hurricane.
         

         
         Fuck ’em both, she thought, not for the first time.

         
         “Found another one trying to get into a supply cabinet in my med bay.” Pink sauntered in holding a kitten to her chest, rubbing
            its face absently with one dark finger. Her dreads were tucked under a sleep cap, and her eye patch was flipped down to cover
            her cybernetic eye, while her organic one took in Eva’s scruffy condition with a raised brow. “You’re looking splendid,” she
            said.
         

         
         Eva examined her welt-striped arms. “I look like I wrestled a needle-bear.”

         
         “Are those real?” Leroy asked.

         
         “No,” Pink said.

         
         “Says the lady who hasn’t wrestled one,” Eva retorted.

         
         Pink rolled her eyes. “I’ll clean you up and synthesize you some allergy medicine when I’m done making my hormones. How many
            cats left?”
         

         
         “Just one.” Leroy paused for dramatic effect. “The leader.”

         
         “Cats don’t have leaders, honey,” Pink said.

         
         “Tell that to . . . the leader.”

         
         Pink may have been right, but Eva knew who Leroy meant. The one who kept busting everyone out was the smallest cat, a calico
            with mottled brown and black fur with patches of orange, and hazel eyes that looked like they had seen some shit. They probably
            had. She didn’t know what it took to make the kittens more intelligent, but she doubted it was nice.
         

         
         “Viva la revolución,” Eva said. “But not on my ship. Min, can you pinpoint its location?”

         
         No response.

         
         “Min? Can you hear me?” The silence grabbed her stomach and slid it up to her throat.

         
         ((Bridge, help,)) her commlink pinged, the limitations of the mind-to-mind communication feature more frustrating than usual
            at the moment. It was Vakar, who for some reason made the cats nervous. Maybe it was the quennian’s pangolin-like skin, or
            his twitchy face-palp things, or the fact that his smell changed to match his mood. These particular psychic cats probably
            weren’t designed to work with nonhuman people.
         

         
         “Me cago en la hora que yo nací,” she muttered. If the cat had gotten into the bridge, there might be more trouble than lost
            wages. “Leroy, stay here. Pink, with me.”
         

         
         Pink shook her head. “I’m not leaving Leroy alone with these babies when we’re so close to docking.” She punctuated this by
            placing her kitten in the container and closing the lid firmly, then standing next to Leroy, hand on hip.
         

         
         “Fine. I’m sure Vakar and I can handle one damn cat.” Eva stalked out of the cargo bay, back up past the mess and crew quarters
            and head, past her cabin and the med bay, all the way up to the short hallway that led to the bridge. Min’s neural implants—originally
            meant for controlling repair mechs on her family’s solar farm, later used for the bot fights that had earned Min her reputation—let
            her control and monitor La Sirena Negra from anywhere on the ship, but the pilot still preferred to be near the physical controls. Eva had told Min to ping her if
            a cat made it inside, and she had assumed the comm silence meant good news.
         

         
         She should have known better.

         
         Vakar waited outside the door, smelling like tar. Nervous, Eva’s scent translators supplied. He had taken off the gloves he
            normally wore and was trying to dig his four-fingered claws underneath the handle of the emergency door release.
         

         
         “You know your hands are too big,” Eva whispered. “What’s the situation?”

         
         “I tried to reason with the cat,” he whispered back. “It ran in and the door locked. I managed to bypass the security protocol,
            but the manual override engaged. I must say, for creatures without prehensile extremities, these cats are remarkably—”
         

         
         “Later.” She gripped the handle and tugged it out, then twisted it clockwise to disengage the dead bolts. Each unlocking pin
            made a loud grinding sound as it moved.
         

         
         “When was the last time you lubricated this?” Eva snapped.

         
         “I would have to check my maintenance logs, but I have been rationing lubricant and this was lower priority than other items.”

         
         Eva suppressed a joke. Vakar was always so sensible, and it wasn’t his fault she’d been denying his requisitions.

         
         “On three, you open the door and I bust in,” she whispered. “Ready?”

         
         He shrugged assent.

         
         She moved aside and drew her pistol, loaded with tranq rounds for the occasion. Hopefully she wouldn’t need them. Hopefully
            they weren’t strong enough to kill a cat. Hopefully she wouldn’t miss and hit something that would blow up the ship.
         

         
         Hope in one hand and shit in the other, and see which gets full first, she thought. She leaned against the bulkhead next to
            the door and pinged the countdown silently at Vakar.
         

         
         On three, he slid the door open and she leaped in, scanning the room with her pistol leading.

         
         Min lay in the pilot’s chair, black eyes open, short dyed-blue hair in disarray. Because she was connected to the ship’s systems
            wirelessly, she didn’t have to look at the instrument panel in front of her, so her chair was reclined as far back as the
            small bridge allowed. Where some ships had holographic controls, La Sirena Negra was all old-fashioned buttons and switches and blinking lights—less fancy, but cheaper to maintain and not as prone to sudden
            catastrophic failure. Above that, the display connected to the fore hull cameras was turned on, projecting an image of the
            dizzying streak of stars passing them as they flew through the red-tinged blackness of space.
         

         
         Sitting on the instrument panel, pawing at the manual control override, was the calico cat.

         
         It hissed at Eva, hazel eyes flashing. She felt a sudden vertigo, as if the artificial gravity had shifted. Shaking her head
            to clear it, she leveled her gun at the critter.
         

         
         “Get down from there, you cabrón revolutionary,” she said, “before you break something.”

         
         “The little cuddly-poof accidentally blocked my commlink access, Cap.” Min spoke through the speakers in the bridge instead
            of her human mouth, as usual.
         

         
         Eva snorted. “Accident, sure. You okay?”

         
         “Yeah, comm’s almost back up.”

         
         “But are you okay?”

         
         “A few bites and scratches in random spots. Nothing Vakar can’t fix.”

         
         “I meant your— Never mind.” Eva was going to say “real body,” but after four years the ship was as much Min’s body as the
            one she’d been born with.
         

         
         The cat crouched, its butt shaking in the air. Then, in a fluid motion, it jumped onto another part of the panel.

         
         “Idiot,” Eva hissed. “Get away from there. You’ll jettison everything in the cargo hold.”

         
         It raised a paw threateningly.

         
         “You’re seriously going to kill all your little cat buddies? Flush them right out into space?”

         
         It hesitated and cocked its head at her.

         
         “Cap,” Min said, “you’re talking to a cat.”

         
         “I believe it can understand us quite well, Min,” Vakar said, peering around the edge of the door.

         
         “Right, okay.” Eva hunkered down and stared at the cat, face-to-face. “Listen, kitty. I’m taking you to a nice new home somewhere.
            A café where millions of tourists will come every year to pet you and feed you canned meat. I don’t even get to eat canned
            meat.”
         

         
         The cat’s tail lashed back and forth.

         
         “Yeah, I don’t know, maybe that’s not your idea of a good time.” Eva ran a hand through her tangled black hair. “What do you
            want me to do? Someone is paying me to take you to another planet, and if I don’t deliver, I don’t get paid. And if I don’t
            get paid, I lose my ship, so pretty please with sugar on top, get in your cabrón crate already, coño!”
         

         
         The bridge was silent for a moment.

         
         “That did not sound like a compelling argument,” Vakar said.

         
         Eva made a disgusted noise and threw her hands in the air. As if in response, the cat leaped onto Min’s human lap, where it
            settled down and began to lick its paw.
         

         
         “Okay, what the hell,” Eva said.

         
         “Ooh, I think it likes me,” Min said. She scratched the cat’s ears with a pale hand.

         
         “Too bad. Twenty kittens, cash on delivery. We don’t get paid for nineteen.”

         
         The cat yawned, showing tiny sharp teeth and a throat pink as a guayaba.

         
         “It is arguably cute,” Vakar said.

         
         “It broke out of its cage, locked itself in the bridge, and tried to take over the nav systems!”

         
         “Cap, come on. How would it know how to use the nav systems?” Min scratched the cat’s chin and made soft cooing noises at
            it with her human mouth.
         

         
         “Psychically,” Eva said. “Mira, cute or not, I want these sinvergüenzas off my ship as soon as we dock. If that cat isn’t
            in its box in the next—” She glanced at Min. “How far out are we from Letis?”
         

         
         “We’ll hit the nearest Gate in about an hour, then two hours to orbit, plus docking time and customs.”

         
         “Madre de dios. I was supposed to call Tito to find out who we’re meeting and where.” Eva cast one last snarling look at the
            kitten, which had the gall to wink at her. “I’ll be back for you, cat, so don’t get comfortable. Vakar, keep an eye on them.”
         

         
         She stalked past Vakar, back straight, fighting the urge to scratch her welted arms until they bled. Could one thing go right
            for her this cycle?
         

         
          

         “You’re shitting me.”

         
         Eva sat in the mess room, clenched fists resting on the big oval table in the center. The smirking face of Tito Santiago,
            patron saint of smug assholes, floated in front of her. His dark, wavy hair was precisely tousled and his brown eyes twinkled
            with barely suppressed amusement.
         

         
         “Shit happens, Beni,” he said, his holo image crackling slightly. “It’s not my fault the buyer went bankrupt.”

         
         “Cómetelo. Now I know why you convinced me not to take the usual half up front.”

         
         “I’ll owe you a favor.”

         
         “My ship runs on fuel, not favors.”

         
         His smile didn’t change, but his eyes narrowed. He was getting annoyed. Back when he was her boss, it had worried her; now
            it just pissed her off more.
         

         
         “No es pa tanto,” he said. “You can sell the cargo on the black market for triple what the buyer was going to pay.”

         
         She ran her finger along a scratch in the table’s metal surface. “You know that’s not my game anymore. Not to mention the
            damn things are a righteous pain in the ass.”
         

         
         “You wouldn’t know anything about that, I’m sure.” He ran a hand through his hair. “Decídete, mi cielo, I haven’t got all
            cycle.”
         

         
         Mierda. It wasn’t like she could return the cats as defective, either; the sellers would credit the original buyer. And probably
            reprogram them, whatever that entailed. Animal protection laws got flexible in certain sectors.
         

         
         Eva thought of that stupid little ball of fluff curled up on Min’s lap and sighed.

         
         “A big favor,” she said finally. “An expensive favor.”

         
         “Claro que sí, mi vida. You know I’ll take care of you.”

         
         “You take care of your boyfriend. Me, you just fuck.”

         
         He glanced at someone over his shoulder. “Bueno, speaking of boyfriends, te dejo. I’ll let you know if any more jobs come
            in that will fit your . . . particular preferences. Adiós.” The holovid flickered off.
         

         
         “Particular preferences.” Only Tito could make her desire to avoid illegal or unethical work sound perverted. Hell, he’d probably
            given them the job in the first place because legality shit all over his bottom line.
         

         
         Why was it so hard to make a living without killing strangers or screwing people over? Seven years of cargo delivery and passenger
            transport, of building up a reputation from nothing, and what did she have to show for it? A few regular clients, a handful
            of shell companies under various aliases, and a message box full of unpaid bills.
         

         
         Eva forced herself to unclench her hands, placing her palms on the table. ((Mess room,)) she pinged to the whole crew. Time
            to deliver the bad news. Not to mention—
         

         
         “The fuck am I going to do with twenty cats?” she muttered.

         
          

         Everyone sat around the big table in the mess—even Min, who was flying the ship remotely while curled up in a chair, drinking
            a misugaru shake. Pink munched on a protein bar, her dreadlocks tied back from her face. Leroy leaned forward, hands clasped
            together under the table in his lap, his hair still a frizz of red and his tattoos programmed to look like barbed wire. Vakar
            sat on a stool, his double-jointed legs straddling the metal seat, smelling like incense but with a faint undercurrent of
            something else. Vanilla? Eva couldn’t place it, but her translator told her it was anticipation.
         

         
         Eva stood, bent forward so her palms rested on the table. “Do you want the good news or the bad news?”

         
         A chorus of “Bad news” answered her.

         
         “The bad news is, Tito shafted us, so we’re not getting paid.”

         
         Pink chewed slowly, pinning Eva with a glare from her visible eye. Leroy groaned and dropped his forehead to the table. Vakar’s
            smell transitioned to cigarette smoke with a hint of fart.
         

         
         “What’s the good news?” Min asked.

         
         “We can do whatever we want with the cargo, and Tito owes us a huge favor.”

         
         “Favors are delicious,” Pink said. “I ask myself, ‘Dr. Jones, what do you want to eat for lunch?’ and favors are the first
            thing—”
         

         
         “I told him that, but there’s nothing we can do to him, and he knows it.” She squinted at Pink. “Unless your fancy lawyer
            brother might be able to help?”
         

         
         Pink scowled. “He’s still up to his nose hairs in our habitat’s lawsuit.”

         
         “Assholes.” The only thing worse than scummy freelancers like Tito was corporations. In Pink’s case, a Martian megacorp had
            encouraged a bunch of idealistic people to take out big loans to set up a habitat on an unclaimed world and do all the hard
            work of making it self-sustaining, then started shipping tainted seed and faulty tech to sabotage them. Inevitably, the settlers
            sold off their assets dirt cheap or had them seized to cover their debts, then the corporations rolled in, slapped on a coat
            of fancy, and resold everything at a huge profit.
         

         
         Where most people gave up on fighting an impossible enemy, the Jones family got mad. And when they got mad, they got busy.

         
         “What will we do now, Captain?” Vakar asked, interrupting her dour thoughts.

         
         Eva straightened, her hand creeping to the back of her neck to pick at a scab. “Since we’re already about to Gate to Letis,
            I say we dock and see if we can find a cat buyer or pick up a new client. Or both.”
         

         
         “I’ll post an ad on the q-net,” Min chimed in. That meant she would also steal some time to play a VR game with her friends,
            but Eva didn’t mind. Pretending to shoot and stab imaginary bad guys was much safer than dealing with real ones.
         

         
         “Use the Gato Tuerto Enterprises q-mail address,” Eva said. “And keep an eye on the box in case someone responds while we’re
            there.”
         

         
         “Any chance of shore leave?” Leroy asked, perking up.

         
         “Sure, but take Vakar.” She pointed at the quennian with her free hand, still scratching her neck with the other. “Vakar,
            start making a list of the damage the cats caused so I can send Tito a bill he can wipe his ass with, and pick up anything
            you need while we’re there.” She winced as her neck scab gave way to blood. “Anything we can afford, that is. Pink, same for
            you.”
         

         
         “Aw, that’s work, not shore leave,” Leroy whined.

         
         “Make it a game. Whoever finds the cheapest rations that don’t taste like shit gets to eat them.” Her crew wore expressions
            ranging from dismay to anger. “Any questions?”
         

         
         “Yeah,” Pink said. “Next time I see Tito, how many times can I punch his sweet little face?”

         
         “Once for every cat we still have in our hold.” She pursed her lips and squinted. “In fact, if you need me in the next twenty,
            I’ll be beating the shit out of a heavy bag with his picture on it. Dismissed.”
         

         
         The others stood and left, but Vakar lingered. “Would you like company?” he asked.

         
         Eva opened her mouth to accept, then shook her head. “You need to get that parts list together. Next time, though.”

         
         “Of course.” He stood, his disappointed smell making her feel inexplicably guilty.

         
         “I’ll help you with the list,” she said. “It will get done faster, and then we can—”

         
         “No, that is all right. I still have the scar from the last time we sparred when you were angry.”

         
         She grimaced. “I’m still sorry.”

         
         “That was not an admonishment. It was my fault for being careless.”

         
         He smelled less distressed, but she flapped a hand at him anyway. “You take aft, I’ll take fore. If we finish early, we can
            hit each other until I feel better. Deal?”
         

         
         “Terms accepted.” He left, humming softly. Another smell snuck in under the others, dark and vaguely fruity. It had started
            a few months back and it was driving her up the wall. She’d even had the scent translators installed to supplement the rest
            of her translation suite, but the damn things were still learning.
         

         
         Well, she’d figure it out eventually. Eva grinned, feeling cheerful despite herself, and got to work.

         
          

         The inspection took longer than expected, so they were almost to the Gate before Eva finally crawled out of the last access
            tunnel and went back to her cabin to change her clothes.
         

         
         It had been a long time since her every waking moment was spent in a spacesuit. Its impermeable quick-rigid material doubled
            as armor in a pinch, and the isohelmet that popped into existence with a thought could deflect projectiles and scrub bad air.
            And, of course, there were the gravboots, perfect for kicking asses when she didn’t care what anyone’s name was.
         

         
         She’d just finished pulling on her boots and activating the pressure seals when Min poked her voice in.

         
         “Hey, Cap, you have a call on the emergency frequency.”

         
         Eva froze. The only people who knew that frequency were her crew, who were all on the ship, and her family, who had barely
            spoken to her for years. A tickle of unease slid up her back like phantom fingers.
         

         
         “Send it in here, and give me privacy,” she said, sitting on the lone chair near the closet.

         
         The lights in the room dimmed to allow a better view of the holo image that projected from her closet door. At first, nothing
            happened, and Eva leaned forward as if she could reach into the transmitter and pull the person through.
         

         
         Then, a crackle of static appeared, formless and vague. Eva’s eyes strained to turn the visual gibberish into a face or a
            body.
         

         
         “Captain Eva-Benita Caridad Larsen Alvarez y Coipel de Innocente,” a voice said. It sounded gravelly, like it was being modulated.

         
         “Who is this?” Eva demanded. Not many people knew her whole name, and she’d dropped Larsen permanently after her father—

         
         “I am an agent of The Fridge,” the voice said. “We have apprehended your sister, Marisleysis Honoria Larsen Alvarez y Coipel
            de Innocente, and will hold her until her ransom is paid.”
         

         
         The Fridge? The intergalactic crime syndicate? Yeah, right. And she was a secret Martian princess with millions in frozen
            assets.
         

         
         “Fuck you,” she said. “Prove it.” This couldn’t be real. It had to be some twisted joke. But they knew her name, the emergency
            frequency—
         

         
         The quality of the sound changed, and a blurry image of her sister took the place of the static. “Eva, it’s Mari. Please,
            you have to help me.”
         

         
         She sounded scared, and Mari had never been scared of anything except her wild little sister getting lost or hurt. Eva’s stomach
            shriveled like a freeze-dried fruit.
         

         
         “They said to tell you something no one else knows but us. Remember when you were eight, and I was eleven, and you climbed
            into Abuelo’s closet and found his gun safe?”
         

         
         The memory rose in Eva’s mind. She’d thought she would be able to crack the code, because she’d seen a holovid where someone
            did it and it looked so easy.
         

         
         “You couldn’t get it open, and you accidentally pulled the shelf down and everything fell, and you didn’t want to get in trouble.
            I never told anyone, Eva. Never.”
         

         
         Mari had told their mom that Eva was with her the whole time, reading about alien cultures. Abuelo had said something about
            shoddy construction, fixed the shelf, and forgotten all about it.
         

         
         Mari always did have her back, even when Eva didn’t deserve it.

         
         “I’m not buying this,” Eva said, but she was already half-convinced. Only a handful of people knew the frequency they were
            using. Spoofing someone’s identity wasn’t impossible, but only her family used their full name—it was shortened on legal documents,
            and Eva operated under enough aliases to form her own fútbol team. She also doubted Mari would have a reason to randomly drop
            that story on someone, then for them to concoct a wild plan to use it like this.
         

         
         Mari’s face faded to static and the modulated voice returned. “You may ask one question for proof.”

         
         One question. She had to make it good. What was something only Mari would know, something that couldn’t be found on the q-net
            quickly?
         

         
         “How did you almost die while you were doing your dissertation?” Eva asked.

         
         Mari’s face returned, her voice trembling. “The Proarkhe ruins on Jarr. I still have the scar. A cabrón giant spider took
            a bite out of my leg while I was trying to dig up an impossibly well-preserved metallic container. Mom was so mad, she almost
            didn’t come to my graduation ceremony.”
         

         
         Mierda, mojón y porquería. That was Mari, no doubt.

         
         “Are you all right?” Eva asked, feigning a bravado she hardly felt, but Mari disappeared and the sound changed again.

         
         “Your pilot will be provided with coordinates at which you will meet your assigned handler,” the modulated voice said. “You
            will receive more information when you arrive. If you ever want to see your sister again, you will do exactly as you are instructed.
            Tell no one, or she will be terminated.”
         

         
         The transmission flickered off. Eva stared at the space behind the projector in disbelief.

         
         Equal parts rage, fear, and determination fought for supremacy inside her. How dare these assholes fuck with her family, her
            flesh and blood? Especially Mari, sweet Mari, who used to save snails from hot sidewalks because she couldn’t stand the thought
            of someone stepping on them. What if Eva couldn’t do what they asked, and they killed her sister? How would she ever face
            her mother again?
         

         
         No, she wouldn’t let that happen. She’d play their game, bide her time, and figure out some way to free Mari in case honor
            among thieves turned out to be less applicable to kidnappers.
         

         
         Min spoke through the speakers. “Cap, someone sent me coordinates for—”

         
         “Set a course.”

         
         “But Cap, what about Letis?”

         
         “Forget Letis,” she snapped. Then, more calmly than she felt, she added, “Don’t worry, it’ll be fine. Send those coordinates
            to my commlink, please?”
         

         
         Tell no one, the message had instructed. How would they even know? Was that a chance she was willing to take? Not especially.
            Acid climbed her throat at the thought of lying to her crew. Maybe this was all a setup, and she could blow in, bust heads,
            and get back to her real problems.
         

         
         The Fridge was like the chupacabra: everyone knew of someone’s cousin’s friend’s acquaintance whose goat had been sucked dry,
            but no one really believed it. Secret organizations didn’t actually go around kidnapping people and throwing them into cryo,
            or running illegal labs and asteroid mining operations, or stealing artifacts from ancient civilizations for mysterious evil
            purposes. Only conspiracy theorists like Leroy believed in that nonsense.
         

         
         And yet. Her father had warned her about The Fridge years ago, after one of his best clients suddenly sold every spaceship
            they owned and ran off to casa carajo. They wouldn’t tell him why—got extremely nervous when he asked—but he’d looked into
            it. He’d found people going on mystery vacations or suddenly quitting their jobs, their loved ones liquidating assets or,
            if they were big shots, throwing their weight behind causes or projects they hadn’t previously supported. Some of those people
            came back from wherever they had disappeared to, only to move away for good after a few cycles. Some stayed gone, and some,
            well . . . Not every culture published obituaries. Still, he told Eva, it was more void than substance. It might all be coincidence.
         

         
         Also, he had told her not to fuck with The Fridge.

         
         She stared at the fish tank on the panel above her bed, her only real luxury, and a reminder of the family she had left behind
            when she went into the black for good. One fish for every family member: a brilliant green one for her mother, dark red for
            her father, striped ones for her grandparents on each side, yellow and blue respectively.
         

         
         And one for her sister, of course. Indigo and black, it tended to hide among the rocks and corals, avoiding the light. Mari,
            who finished schooling two years early. Mari, the brilliant historian and scientist with the cushy government job studying
            ancient ruins. Mari, the quiet one, whereas Eva was like their mother, loud and outspoken, quick to laugh but also quick to
            shout.
         

         
         But Eva remembered their last big fight: her at twenty-three, thinking she knew everything there was to know about everything
            since she’d already been in space for five years. Mari telling her to stop being so selfish, to stop letting their father
            drag her into his line of work, the work that had pushed their mother into leaving the man after a decade of marriage even
            though it meant raising two young kids on her own. “Think of Mom,” Mari had said. “You’re breaking her heart.” Eva had stood
            there and let her scream, let her vent, like she was a barnacle and her sister was a wave. She’d even let Mari hit her, once,
            and then she’d left.
         

         
         Mari had been right, of course. And here Eva was, trying to do what she’d been told so many years ago, only to have this happen.
            Mari would see the irony, perhaps, but she wouldn’t like it. She’d always thought Eva had it in her to do better, to be better, and Eva had resented the endless pushing.
         

         
         Still, maybe she could unload the cats, get paid, keep to the straight and narrow path.

         
         And maybe she’d find a café that sold some actual pastelitos de queso. Or a chupacabra.

         
         The Fridge was bad news. She couldn’t drag her crew into this, but until her handler gave her instructions, she could only
            guess at what to expect. What a genteel word for it: “handler.” As if she were some famous person who needed a combination
            supervisor and assistant. Nicer than “master,” or “controller,” or “overseer.” And yet it made her feel like an animal instead
            of a celebrity.
         

         
         Maybe those cats had the right idea after all, wanting to escape their cage.

         
         There was a polite knock at the door, and Eva realized she had stood up at some point and taken a fighting stance, hands curled
            into fists. She forced herself to relax and sent a mental command at the door to open it.
         

         
         Vakar stood outside, his gloves back on. “I was thinking, are you sure you want me to go with Leroy? I can find anything we
            need myself, and he can—”
         

         
         “Never mind,” Eva said. “Something came up. We’re diverting to . . .” She checked her commlink. “Station U039F.” Even as she
            finished saying it, she stifled a groan of realization.
         

         
         “Omicron?” Vakar asked incredulously.

         
         “You’ve been to worse places. Can you stock up there?”

         
         “Probably. Are you well?” He smelled of incense. Concern.

         
         She met his gray-blue eyes long enough to feel like she’d licked a battery, then looked away.

         
         “I’m fine,” she said.

         
         “Are you sure?”

         
         “As the night is long.” She didn’t feel like sparring anymore, but she plastered on a smile. “Come on, your ass needs kicking
            and I’ve got my boots on.”
         

         
         The incense smell strengthened even as he stepped aside to let her take the lead. She thought of her one time in a church,
            with her abuela, that heady, dizzy sense of something watching her, invisible and dangerous.
         

         
         Just as she had then, she stared at her feet and prayed.

         
         
      

   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 2
Woman in The Fridge

         

         Eva scowled at the collection of cats that had taken over the cargo bay. It wasn’t as if they needed to be confined anymore,
            since they weren’t going anywhere soon, and Min said they weren’t getting into trouble like they had before. But more importantly,
            right now, it gave her something to look at besides her crew standing in front of her.
         

         
         “I need to run an errand,” she told them. “I’m not sure how long it will take, but you’re all free to have a few hours of
            shore leave after any resupplying. Make sure your comms are open. Any questions?”
         

         
         There was a moment of silence as they traded glances, and Vakar’s incense smell took on an acrid cigarette note.

         
         “I am fit to burst with questions,” Pink said, “because this all stinks to high heaven.”

         
         Eva wished she’d spent more time coming up with a good cover story instead of sparring with Vakar, as enjoyable as that had
            been. Of course Pink, of all people, would be suspicious; they’d served together under Tito, left together, freelanced together . . .
            Pink could see right through Eva, even without her cybernetic eye picking up on any subtle physical signs of bullshitting.
            And after Tito, they had promised each other: no lies.
         

         
         Her conviction wavered. Choosing the sister she had barely spoken to for years over the crew who’d lived with her the whole
            time felt slimy, but she didn’t even know what The Fridge wanted yet. For now, this was a small lie that could save a life.
            Pink was a doctor, so saving lives was high on her priority list. She would understand.
         

         
         Probably. Hopefully.

         
         “It could be something, or nothing,” Eva said. “I don’t want to say too much yet.”

         
         “You dragged us all the way to Omicron for a big ol’ question mark?” Pink crossed her arms and jutted out a hip.

         
         “Omicron isn’t that bad.”

         
         Leroy raised his hand. “Last time we were here, someone hacked my tattoos. I was walking around with ‘delicious meat candy’
            on my arms for hours and wondering why everybody was laughing at me.”
         

         
         “Right, okay, but Vakar was able to—”

         
         “You got arrested for drunk dancing on the station commander’s table in Limbo,” Pink added.

         
         “In my defense,” Eva said, “I did not know that was Armida’s table. Also, that was my fault, not Omicron’s.”

         
         Vakar smelled incredulous. “There was a plague lockdown in the lower levels. They almost did not permit us to leave the station.”

         
         “Yes, but—”

         
         “Someone tried to sneak on board and steal the ship,” Min said, her tone less cheerful than usual. “I had to set them on fire!”

         
         Ugh, the smell had taken ages to clear the filters. “Fine, yes, Omicron isn’t my favorite, either. If you want to stay here
            while I conduct my business, allá tú. Otherwise, get the supplies we need, take your shore leave, and be careful. I’ll fill
            you all in later.”
         

         
         “You certainly will,” Pink said, both a threat and a promise. She stepped forward and held out a hand, which Eva took, drawing
            the woman in for their usual hand slaps and fist bumps. They’d been doing it for so long, Eva managed the complicated routine
            on autopilot, though the final hip bump was less well-aimed than usual.
         

         
         The cat leader rubbed against her leg and looked up at her, eyes eerily intelligent. “Miau,” it said.

         
         “Stow it, mija,” Eva replied. “I’m still selling your ass as soon as someone answers Min’s ad.”

         
         The creature sauntered off, tail raised, its prim little butthole suggesting it did not believe her any more than her crew
            did.
         

         
          

         Eva stepped into the umbilicus that led from the ship to the dock of Omicron. It ran the usual decontamination protocols and
            tweaked her blood-gas nanites as she rechecked her gear. Pistol, knife, garrote. Gravboots. She doubted the handler—there
            was that stupid word again—would be there to kill her, because why bother? If Eva didn’t comply, her sister was a popsicle.
            Or dead.
         

         
         Or worse, if the stories were true.

         
         She checked the coordinates on her commlink and overlaid a map of the space station. The contact was waiting in a q-net café
            near the least grubby arm of the ever-rotating spindle. Easy to access the galactic quantumnet from there in an instant, always
            full of people coming and going, and with food that probably wouldn’t give her immediate gut problems. And that arm tended
            to be more heavily guarded than the others; the higher class of criminals were nothing if not oppressively polite.
         

         
         To get there, she had to walk through the main merchant drag with its collection of ramshackle junk stores and food carts
            and secondhand purveyors of parts that magically fell off passing ships. The shops backed up against the walls of the station,
            which rose about three stories to accommodate the taller species that sometimes wandered through, like the occasional large
            todyk. None of them were around this cycle—probably off negotiating breeding contracts instead of slumming it in fringe space—but
            it was still crowded with off-duty miners, smugglers, mercs, and the station rats who’d grown up in the nooks and crannies
            a place like this inevitably had.
         

         
         Humans were in the minority, as usual; Omicron attracted more buasyr, with their four arms and multitude of eyes, or doglike
            truateg, or furry chuykrep waggling their proboscises at everything as they waddled around. There were some kloshians, which
            were the closest thing to humans in the galaxy so far except for their color-changing skin, tentacle hair and pointed teeth,
            but no quennians aside from Vakar. They rarely seemed to venture to these grubby stations for some reason; maybe it was the
            excess of confusing, contradictory smells. Then there were the toad-like vroak, the eac, a few tentacled ahirk . . .
         

         
         Eva had loved the novelty of it all when she was younger, exploring new places and meeting people from galaxies that would
            be impossibly far away without Gates to close the distance. Every time she touched down on a planet or strolled into a space
            station, it was like she’d unlocked a door, shined a light onto a dark place on her personal map, checked off an accomplishment
            on a secret never-ending list. Back then, the universe was still huge and amazing, a present waiting to be unwrapped. In truth,
            it was still huge and amazing, but she had seen too much in the fifteen years since she’d left home to become a spacer. A
            present was a treat on your birthdate, but when you got presents every single cycle, it became harder and harder to be excited
            by what was inside.
         

         
         Also, a lot of the presents ended up being a box of shit wrapped in more shit.

         
         Eva arrived, blinking a few times as the sign outside was translated from its original language: quantumnet café, standard rates. The q-net access was restricted to small booths with chairs and an array of available jacks depending on the user’s commlink
            model and physical preference. There was also an actual café component, with tables and seats, and a servbot floating around
            taking orders while the customers waited for their turns in the data closets.
         

         
         Eva sighed, wishing she were there to see what commodities were trading for, or to meet a client discreetly. Then again, she
            rarely made it to this area, since she usually had better things to do than tirar peos más alto que el culo. It worked for
            other people, pretending to a level of success and wealth they didn’t actually have, but she preferred to manage expectations—even
            if they were only her own.
         

         
         She didn’t know who to look for, so she took a seat at one of the tables, overlooking a light installation that changed colors
            and configurations every few seconds. She wondered who was responsible for it, and how long ago it had been installed. If
            anyone still remembered.
         

         
         The universe was full of that kind of stuff: beautiful, strange, and mostly forgotten. Her sister, the historian and scientist,
            loved it all. Eva supposed she did, too, in her own way.
         

         
         She tried to relax, letting the sounds of the other patrons wash over her like waves on some distant shore. She caught a few
            snippets of conversation here and there—mostly gossip about people she didn’t know doing stuff she had no reason to care about.
            Colonies starting up or shutting down. Ships going missing, probably because of pirate attacks. Cops chasing criminals. Soldiers
            getting medals. Humans trying to finagle a seat on the High Council of the Benevolent Organization of Federated Astrostates—BOFA
            for short, to Eva’s eternal amusement—which was the biggest coalition of star systems in the galaxy for now. They’d been around
            for a few thousand years, but that was a fraction of a second in the cosmic calendar, and the stability of their rules and
            regulations was only as good as their ability to enforce them.
         

         
         The current human government was eating that shit with a spoon—the most cohesive one, anyway, given how far-flung humanity
            was since discovering Gates. A seat on the High Council meant a bigger voice in BOFA affairs, which meant power, which meant
            money for someone other than her. Humans had only recently gotten a representative elected to the massive General Assembly,
            and Eva had voted for the other lady, so her interest in galactic politics was limited to whether it made her life harder.
         

         
         As if most of the species in this galaxy gave a whistle what humans thought about anything. Sounded like they were getting
            close to the council seat, though, trying to use some commander named Schafer as leverage. The name was familiar—right, Leroy
            had posters of the lady in his bunk. Spacer military brat who saved some colony from raiders, single-handed if you believed
            the stories.
         

         
         Eva didn’t, but maybe that was jealousy talking.

         
         A shadow fell across Eva, moving as the one who cast it sat down. Eva turned her head slowly, faking a relaxation she didn’t
            feel. Her new companion was a tuann, green as an emerald, the layers of their head ruff lying like a wimple around their narrow
            skull. Their mouth was a set of overlapping folds, like the petals of an unopened rose, and they had no eyes. They wore thin
            clothing that could best be described as a dress, though they seemed to have multiple pieces that clung together by a mechanism
            Eva couldn’t identify. The fabric was transparent in places, opaque in others, and had a pattern that shifted as she tried
            to make sense of it.
         

         
         “Captain Larsen,” they said. Their soft voice was amplified by a device around their neck, and sounded like the rustling of
            leaves.
         

         
         “I go by Innocente, not Larsen.” The tuann had no hands, not that Eva would have wanted to shake them under the circumstances.

         
         “Apologies are tendered. Pholise Pravo is my personal identifier. Your case was assigned to me.”

         
         Eva laughed. “My ‘case’? You people are something else.”

         
         Pholise sat up taller, as if whatever passed for their spine had stiffened.

         
         The servbot hovered over, round and white with a single huge lens. “Your order?”

         
         “Cortadito,” Eva said.

         
         The servbot didn’t move, but its lens dilated as if in confusion.

         
         Eva sighed and rattled off the chemical formula, hoping she hadn’t forgotten it, and that the translators would get it right.
            Espresso, milk, and sugar were easy enough to find in certain human settlements—though coffee beans had almost gone extinct
            at one point, and nonhumans had a strange obsession with keeping cows as pets without milking them—but everywhere else she
            had to rely on the whims of molecular chemical gastronomy.
         

         
         “Nothing will be had by me,” Pholise said, and the servbot flew off. “The instructions of our superiors are to be conveyed,
            that a mutually beneficial relationship might be entered into.”
         

         
         Our superiors, hah. “And I’m here to convey that I don’t have any money.” Eva’s stomach turned as she said it, but it was
            the truth. All it had taken was a few bad trips and an increasingly depressing choice to do only legal work. “Have you tried
            asking my dad, maybe?” She hated to throw him into the proverbial rocket booster, but he could afford to take the heat.
         

         
         Their head ruff fluttered. “Your male progenitor was contacted first. His assets have already been included in the fee calculation.”

         
         Madre de dios, Eva thought. Tito had said her dad was retired from all but his standard mostly legal ship trading, which was
            why Tito had gone freelance. But either dear old Pete was worse off than she thought, or The Fridge was milking this for all
            it was worth. “And my mother?”
         

         
         “The assets and limited professional exploitation potential of Regina Alvarez were deemed insufficient to warrant her involvement.”

         
         That didn’t surprise Eva. While her mom had always been frugal, there was only so much you could save up on a galactic bank
            auditor’s salary. And “limited professional exploitation potential” meant either her mom’s job was too closely watched for
            them to take a chance asking her to do illegal work on their behalf, or they had figured out she had a diamond-hard reputation
            for honesty. She’d sooner get spaced than lie, though if it meant saving Mari’s life, maybe . . . It was a relief to know
            she wasn’t involved, at least.
         

         
         “What do you want, then? My cargo? It’s not much, but it’s yours. My ship is—”

         
         “Your ship is considered less valuable than your service, Captain Innocente.”

         
         Eva froze. There it was. The Fridge didn’t want money from her, because they already knew she didn’t have it. They wanted
            someone to do their dirty work. They wanted indentured servitude.
         

         
         “Eat shit and die,” Eva said. “I’m not working for you filthy bastards. I won’t even work for my own father, and he’s a saint
            compared to you.”
         

         
         The servbot returned with her drink, placing it on the table in front of her and blinking red to indicate it had deducted
            the cost from her account. She ignored it, and the cortadito, such as it might be.
         

         
         “If you do not, then your sister will remain in cryo sleep until after your demise, and will then be awakened and put to work
            mining an asteroid until her own conclusion.” The tuann said this mechanically, as if they had rehearsed it many times. No
            emotion, no inflection. Just that amplified susurration.
         

         
         Eva wanted to punch them until her fist bled.

         
         There had to be a way to wriggle out of this, to convince them she wasn’t worth their time.

         
         “Why me?” she asked. “I deliver stuff. There are plenty of other people with bigger ships, faster ones. People with fancy
            guns and armor. People who don’t care where their money comes from.”
         

         
         “Those people are not the Hero of Garilia. Or the Butcher, as some would say.”

         
         Eva recoiled, looking around to see whether anyone was listening. As if Omicron weren’t full of people talking about worse
            shit.
         

         
         “The fuck do you know about that?” Eva snarled. Even the Garilians had kept a lid on it, for a variety of reasons. “Who have
            you been talking to?”
         

         
         “Others are responsible for conducting research,” Pholise replied. “Their sources of information are not known to me. But
            it is believed you are adequate to the tasks that will be set to you.”
         

         
         Garilia. Madre de dios. If they knew about that, of all things, then playing the meek freight jockey was a waste of time.
            Garilia was the reason she and Pink had finally cut ties with Tito, the reason she’d stopped talking to her own father for
            years, and she’d never wash the stink of that fucking mess off her soul. She touched the scar on her cheek, the one she’d
            gotten that cycle, then lowered her hand as casually as she could.
         

         
         She thought quickly. “I can’t run a ship by myself, you know. And I can’t run it on no money. While I’m busy playing your
            disgusting game, I’m not getting paid, and I can only buy so much fuel on credit.”
         

         
         Pholise sat lower. Relaxing? “Compensation will be provided for your services. How much will be put toward your obligation
            is for you to determine.”
         

         
         “And my crew?”

         
         “Your crew is your own concern, Captain Innocente, so long as you do not disclose the nature of your business. Our superiors
            are confident in your ability to execute their instructions competently.”
         

         
         The light installation near their table had frozen, by either design or malfunction, forming what seemed to be words in the
            shadows on the wall. She blinked rapidly, her translators straining, but it was only shadows.
         

         
         “It’s not like I have a choice,” she muttered.

         
         “A choice is always available,” Pholise said. “It must be noted that The Fridge is not in the habit of procuring assets who
            are willing to make an undesirable choice.”
         

         
         “I’ll bet they aren’t.”

         
         “If your cooperation has been secured, our superiors must be informed. Subsequent assignments are typically issued swiftly.”
            They stood, their shadow once again falling over Eva. “May you benefit from a surfeit of good fortune, Captain Innocente.”
            With that, the tuann left, their movement nearly as quiet as their voice.
         

         
         Eva sat in silence, and after a few moments, the light sculpture began to shift again, to a deep crimson. She reached for
            her coffee and took a sip.
         

         
         “Me cago en diez,” she muttered. “This is actually good.”

         
         Life was never fair.

         
          

         Eva left the café a few minutes later. She fielded a message from Min about a buyer for the cats (“Cap, they want to know
            if the kittens are fresh? Do I have to answer?”), then wandered back to the seedier side of the station.
         

         
         The following hour was spent trying to murder her sobriety with cheap sim-rum and something that tasted almost like soda in
            a grimy cantina whose name roughly translated to “Stay Hydrated” in a language Eva didn’t recognize. She’d been there once
            or twice before; it was about the size of her ship’s cargo bay, with a row of self-serve machines dispensing whatever fluid
            combinations the tech was capable of synthesizing, for the cost of materials plus a “reasonable” surcharge. A long bar on
            one side had seats for bipeds, while smaller tables accommodated other physiologies, all kept moderately tidy by an automated
            hydrosonic system that only occasionally glitched and sprayed cleaning fluid into its customers’ faces. With the base layer
            of acrid decontaminant, the competing drink smells that varied in toxicity levels, and the natural aromas of creatures who
            didn’t communicate with body odor, her still-learning scent translators had given up trying to keep the conversations straight.
         

         
         A single attendant who doubled as a bouncer sat in one corner, wearing the slack-jawed expression of someone linked into the
            q-net or a game instead of paying attention to the world around them. The other patrons either sensed Eva was in a foul mood,
            or were caught up in their own personal dramas and had no interest in hers, so they left her alone with an empty seat on either
            side of her at the bar.
         

         
         All except for the guy with the big bodyguards who swaggered in like the second coming. He was bipedal, greenish-gray, and
            his suit made him look muscular, but he was maybe a meter tall, with a face like an excited anglerfish. Eva’s tastes encompassed
            a broad range of humanoids, but she wasn’t into big teeth, so she didn’t give him a second look.
         

         
         Her forehead was finally starting to feel numb when the guy climbed into the chair next to hers. She assumed he wasn’t smiling
            like a creep on purpose, but it was still annoying.
         

         
         “Hello, human female,” he said. “Your facial scarring is very exotic. I desire to solicit you for sexual gratification.”

         
         Eva slow-blinked at him. “M’not a sex worker,” she mumbled.

         
         “Your profession does not concern me,” he replied. “Only your ability to pleasure me to my satisfaction.”

         
         Normally she ignored people like him, or she assumed cultural differences and cut them some slack—humans had a reputation
            for being willing to fuck anything, even if the truth was more complicated. But between psychic cats and kidnapped sisters
            and her own booze-addled temper, she was ready to unload on someone. If he wanted to paint a target on himself, who was she
            to stop him?
         

         
         “My name is Captain Eva Innocente,” she slurred. “You can call me Captain, which is safe, or you can shut up, which is safer.”

         
         Maybe it didn’t translate correctly, or the tonal nuances were lost, but the guy didn’t budge. Robotic hands gripped a metal
            flask—his own, presumably, since the dispensers used recyclables—which he used to pour trickles of fluid into his enormous
            eyes. “That is a splendid name. I am the Glorious Apotheosis. I want to rub my sex organs on you.”
         

         
         Eva couldn’t help it: she laughed, loud and hard. Drunk jerks were bad enough, but this guy, in this cycle, was a rain of
            Jovian diamonds.
         

         
         Glorious wiggled his teeth and his skin flashed bright green. “Are you making a mockery of my advances in a condescending
            manner?”
         

         
         “Claro que sí, mijo. Get spaced.”

         
         “For challenging my supremacy, you must now be legally bound to my—” The translation came in as “collection of sexual objects
            and broodmares” instead of “harem” or something similar, which told her everything she needed to know about how he planned
            to treat her.
         

         
         Her buzz receded with distressing speed, which doubly sucked since she had neither the time nor the money to get it back.
            “You’re not my type. Take a walk out an airlock.”
         

         
         His bodyguards began to earn their paychecks by looming with gusto. She considered reaching for her pistol, but if she shot
            first she’d be liable for any damages and disposal fees.
         

         
         “You dare?” Glorious asked. “I will own you, you worthless offspring incubator.” He was neon green and black now, with iridescent
            lines between his eyes. And that grin. That big, shit-eating grin.
         

         
         “Eat. Me.” Eva raised her middle finger like a beacon.

         
         “Guards!” Glorious cried. “Seize the human!”

         
         She didn’t even stand, just leaned against the bar and kicked him in the teeth with her gravboots. He toppled off the stool
            with a squeal, landing on the sticky floor in a heap. One of his goons bent to retrieve him while the other made a deep croaking
            sound and launched himself at her. She sidestepped, using his momentum to drive her knee into his stomach in the hopes of
            hitting something vital. Given his sharp wail, it seemed to work.
         

         
         No me diga, Eva thought. I don’t have time for this shit.

         
         Before the goon she’d hit could recover, she pivoted away and ran out the door.

         
         With any luck, Pink had finished refueling, and Vakar and Leroy had found any necessary supplies instead of, well, doing what
            she was doing. Min should still be on La Sirena Negra. Eva shot them a quick location-query ping as she jogged away from the cantina, toward the bustling market area.
         

         
         Pink and Leroy were back on the ship, but not a whisper from Vakar. She tried to tell herself not to worry, that he was fine,
            but her nerves were already jangling too loudly to be soothed. She pinged him again, then again, and was just about to set
            up a timed auto-ping when he finally responded.
         

         
         ((Errand. Surprise.))

         
         The hell did that mean? Eva was in no mood for cryptic shit.

         
         Then again, she had told him he could have shore leave. It wouldn’t be nice of her to drag him back now.

         
         Since when are you worried about being nice to Vakar?, a tiny voice whispered in her head.

         
         I’m nice to all my crew, she thought. Not just the cute quennians. Super nice. And the longer he took, the longer she could
            delay having to lie to him about why she was going to fire everyone.
         

         
         Because she was going to, wasn’t she? She couldn’t tell them about Mari, not if it meant risking her sister’s life, and she
            couldn’t drag them into her problems. The thought made her queasy. That, or the questionable alcohol she’d been drinking,
            or the adrenaline rush of kicking someone in the face and running away. Or all of the above.
         

         
         She decided to head back to that q-net café and sober up with another cortadito. She could wait there until Vakar—

         
         “You will attend me, unworthy vermin,” a voice boomed over the station’s loudspeakers.

         
         She recognized that asshead tone. It was Glorious. How was he doing that? Nobody but station security should have access to
            those systems. The people around her seemed to be thinking the same thing, because the usually loud main merchant drag fell
            almost silent.
         

         
         “I demand the immediate apprehension of the human captain Eva the Innocent,” he continued. “Fail to obey my command, and my
            fleet will convey your ashes to the womb of the blessed mother void.”
         

         
         Yeah, right. The various species’ equivalent of laughter rippled through the assembled crowds. Omicron got threats like that
            all the time. If he were actually dangerous, the station alarms would have gone off already.
         

         
         The instant that thought completed itself, emergency lights began to flash in different spectrums. Alarms piped through the
            speakers, a series of triple notes along with a curt message: “Security threat. Please proceed to the nearest evacuation facilities.”
         

         
         Eva’s jaw fell open. He was threatening to kill everyone? Thousands of people? Because she wouldn’t fuck him? Alabao . . .
            She had no words. And he wanted them to catch her and turn her over to him? No chance.
         

         
         Why the fuck did you give him your name, comemierda?, Eva thought bitterly.

         
         “On second thought, no coffee,” she muttered. Time to make like a flea and jump.

         
         
      

   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 3
Universal Constants

         

         The crowds around Eva morphed into a screaming mass of flesh, flailing tentacles, and fluids from the more sensitive types.
            Visitors, mostly, the miners and smugglers and pleasure-seekers who didn’t see much action in their daily lives; this wasn’t
            the first time the station had been threatened, so those who lived here were slower to panic, and the freelance mercs with
            any experience finished their drinks and shopping before they even thought about evacuating. The stores that had four walls
            and a door locked down quickly, but the vendors with carts were caught in the tide, trying to move to the sides of the tall
            corridor without being knocked over. The commlink skimmers and warez peddlers and other station rats disappeared into their
            hidey-holes, taking whatever they could grab in the confusion while the security mercs were conspicuously absent to guide
            traffic flow.
         

         
         Eva sighed at the churning river of motion and odor that stood between her and the docks. Better get moving.

         
         Pings flew in from her crew, but instead of responding, she sent an all-channel disembark signal with a ten-minute timer.
            Ignoring a merchant’s high-pitched whine, she clambered onto the second level of his shop and jumped to the next one over,
            hopping from one scrap-metal roof to another until she couldn’t go farther. With a click, she set her gravboots humming and
            leaped to the adjacent wall, clinging like a spider.
         

         
         It was slower walking this way, since her muscles were engaged in keeping her vertical relative to her feet, but at least
            she didn’t have to deal with the howling press below. Still, she pulled her pistol from its holster under her coat as a precaution.
            Glorious’s goons were nowhere in sight, but she had a feeling they weren’t going to say hello before making a grab for her.
         

         
         “Captain Innocente,” said a voice on the ground.

         
         Eva caught the eye, singular, of Gargula Sinh, second-in-command to the administrator of the station, Armida. He gestured
            for her to come down with one of the four arms of his exoskeleton.
         

         
         “Can’t talk now, Garg,” she said, still walking. “Some maniac is threatening to blow up the station.”

         
         “Which he has said he will not do if you are brought to his ship,” Garg said, blinking his inner eyelid. “Come now, Captain,
            even you cannot be so cold as to trade thousands of innocent lives for your own.”
         

         
         “I’m as innocent as they are.” He wasn’t wrong, though. Hell, if she were in his place, she might have—no, this was ridiculous.
            She had to get to her crew and get gone. “How about you power up your fancy station defenses instead of lecturing me about
            math?” she snapped.
         

         
         Garg flipped a mechanical hand in her direction, and one of his mercs sauntered over with a mag knocker. He rested it against
            the wall, where it hummed, clicked twice, then hammered a piston at the metal, sending a gravitomagnetic pulse up to Eva’s
            black-red boots that neutralized them. She fell in a heap but came to her feet quickly, pistol raised. The odds of her winning
            a firefight against so many were bad, but—
         

         
         “Isolate her,” Garg said. Another merc held out an isosphere that projected a cone of blue light, surrounding her in a shimmering
            bubble that would protect her from harm even as it kept her from doing more than running futilely like a hamster in a wheel.
            She could stick herself to the ground if she activated her gravboots, but they would just use the knocker again to move her.
         

         
         “You can’t sell me off, you bastard!” Eva shouted.

         
         “In fairness, Captain, I am not profiting monetarily from this transaction.” His security merc dragged her along like a fish
            in a frictionless net, her bubble tethered to the sphere he held by a thin cord of energy.
         

         
         The bustling plaza was now practically empty as almost everyone had retreated to their respective ships or escape pods. Some
            folks lingered, apathetic or opportunistic; Garg ignored them, though once or twice one of his mercs fired a warning shot
            near a looter.
         

         
         A blob-like fellow to their left extended a tentacular mass and turned charred vermin over a spit, where juice or fat escaped
            to sizzle on the hot metal beneath. Eva had heard of her ancestors cooking lechón outside in a hurricane, but this was a whole
            other level of ridiculous. Then again, she couldn’t move much, but maybe if she timed things right . . .
         

         
         She flopped onto her back, aiming her gravboots at the guy’s cooker as they passed. Sure enough, it was pulled closer, smacking
            into the bottom of her feet—not that she could feel the heat through the shield.
         

         
         “What are you—” said the merc holding her, followed by an inhuman screech as she rotated and hit him in the head with the
            cooker. He dropped the isosphere, which bounced twice against the ground and rolled away, the blue shield around her winking
            out of existence. Eva fell onto her butt and scuttled around a corner as the merc pinwheeled his arms.
         

         
         She didn’t wait to find out whether they’d seen her crawl away. Eva raced toward the end of the alley, taking a left at a
            T-junction and then another left farther down, assuming it would bring her somewhere closer to the docks. What it did, however,
            was lead her to a ramp that went down to a lower level of the station, where the smells of organic waste mingled like a combination
            toilet and perfume store. Exhaust vents from the floors above piped in more exciting aromas of fear and anger, as well as
            the increasingly muted sounds of escaping ship crews like hers.
         

         
         “Unworthy seekers of death,” boomed Glorious through the speakers again. “My patience evaporates like the seed of an ice flower
            in starlight.” He paused as some transmission burbled through his comm, too dim for Eva’s translators to pick up. Status report?
            Probably Armida trying to calm him down. It must not have been enough, because as soon as it finished, he said, “Your incompetence
            will be your doom. As a token of my ill will, I give you the gift of decimation.”
         

         
         Moments later, the station keeled sideways like a drunk, sending Eva stumbling into the wall that was now the floor. The alarm
            shifted to a series of triple notes, and the emergency message changed: “Shield efficacy is diminishing. Proceed to evacuation
            centers.”
         

         
         “Madre de dios,” she murmured. “All this because I turned him down?”

         
         A few half-hearted exit signs flickered on in floors and walls. Meanwhile, she pulled up the map on her commlink, which indicated
            that the docks were farther along the corridor she’d entered. She pinged her crew with a stern ((Stand by)) and started to
            run again. She didn’t want to get them killed waiting for her, but she wasn’t keen on being stranded, either.
         

         
         And where the hell was Vakar? If he died on this station, she was going to kill him.

         
         A series of response pings came through from Pink. ((Can’t leave. Ships maglocked. Armida’s orders.))

         
         Eva cursed thoroughly and with relish. Their ship’s own highly illegal mag knocker had been damaged a year earlier, and she
            hadn’t gotten it fixed because other expenses had taken priority. And now here she was, stuck on a shitty backwater space
            station being blown to pieces by a jerk with delusions of grandeur, while a bunch of mercs chased after her with an isosphere
            and—
         

         
         A mag knocker. Convenient. But how to get it away from them?

         
         She started back up the ramp to where she’d left Garg. Naturally, the mercs weren’t there; must have gone down the other branch
            of the junction and ended up somewhere else entirely. And that stupid alarm was getting on her last nerve.
         

         
         “Captain, what are you doing?”

         
         She spun around, pistol raised. Standing in the middle of the empty bazaar, holding a small black box like a lost street vendor,
            was Vakar.
         

         
         She wasn’t sure whether to kiss him or kick him in the crotch. Not that his crotch was sensitive; his genitals were closer
            to his abdominal area. And they weren’t external, per se.
         

         
         Why was she standing there like a comemierda thinking about his genitals?

         
         “What are you doing?” she retorted. “Where the hell have you been?”

         
         He released a smell like fresh-cut grass. Bashful. “You were so upset about the cats, I . . . That is, I thought perhaps . . .”

         
         His box was the kind of indestructible material used in vaults or to protect fragile cargo. “Vakar, did you get me a present?”

         
         His palps twitched. If her heart weren’t mechanical, it might have skipped a beat.

         
         “We have to get to La Sirena Negra,” she said. “She’s locked down, but I have a plan. Most of a plan. Garg was chasing me with his mag knocker, and I lost him,
            but now I need to find him. Any ideas?”
         

         
         Vakar wagged his head in the equivalent of a shrug. “If I were chasing someone trying to escape a space station, and I lost
            them, I would simply—”
         

         
         “Wait by their ship,” Eva finished. “Of course. Come on, let’s get off this hunk of scrap.” She ran toward the docks, Vakar
            beside her.
         

         
         “Is there anything I should know?” Vakar asked as they went.

         
         “Like what?”

         
         “Who is so angry with you that they took over the station communications and are attacking with disproportionate force?”

         
         “Some comemierda I shut down in a bar. The Glorious Apotheosis.”

         
         “Is that who it is?”

         
         “Yeah.” She rolled her eyes. “What kind of a name is that?”

         
         “It is hereditary,” Vakar said. “He is emperor of a thousand worlds in the Triskel cluster. Very powerful, and rich.”

         
         “And an asshole. He wants me for his collection of, uh, broodmares? Something shitty like that.”

         
         Vakar didn’t respond, but his angry wildfire smell gave her step an extra bounce.

         
         She heard the crowd before she saw it, all the people who had rushed to escape now crushed together on the docks, screaming
            at security mercs who ignored them or waved their weapons to maintain an order getting more ragged by the minute. When the
            station had listed, many of them had fallen onto each other, leading to awkward tangles and fights.
         

         
         As frosting on the crap cake, a few gas pipes had cracked in the middle of it all. Helium, Eva guessed, because everyone with
            lung equivalents sounded like a hamster having a temper tantrum. And methane, because it smelled like the hamsters had all
            eaten beans for lunch.
         

         
         La Sirena Negra was about five ships down on the left, but Garg and his mercs weren’t there. They could be hiding in the crowd, or watching
            from the control room, or they could have boarded her ship to ambush her. Luckily for her, Eva was a head shorter than many
            of the people milling about; even the ones who normally slithered around were standing on tip-tentacle to look more intimidating.
            Anyone trying to find her from above would be hard-pressed to see her.
         

         
         She ducked and weaved as best she could through whatever gaps she could find, sometimes making room with a well-placed elbow
            or stomp. Every few steps she made sure Vakar was behind her, and as if by magic, he always was. Him and his indestructible
            box.
         

         
         A present for her. Hot damn.

         
         Four ships to go.

         
         The loudspeakers crackled. “Insolent waste disposal units, you believe your inferior defenses will overcome the might of the
            Glorious Apotheosis? You shall tremble at my awesome power before the black envelops you.”
         

         
         Chunks of debris pelted the station, few large enough to cause damage, but with disturbing frequency. More screaming commenced
            in earnest, piercing Eva’s ears until she sent a thought to engage her helmet. It popped into existence around her head, the
            outside sounds dulling to a whimper. Even the bean-fart smell disappeared once she calibrated the air filter.
         

         
         Three ships to go.

         
         The mercs abruptly lost any semblance of authority. The crowd frenzied, so that now Eva found herself unable to move forward.

         
         Someone grabbed her hand: Vakar, whom she couldn’t smell, which was more unsettling than she cared to admit. He tugged her
            through the crowd as if they were both ghosts. Even though she was watching him do it, she couldn’t quite figure out how he
            managed to move people aside, to find spaces between them that hadn’t appeared to exist a moment earlier. She’d have to get
            him to teach her that trick later.
         

         
         The booth that held the lockdown controls was being attacked by a gang of pirates and residents who had found a common purpose.
            Anyone with a knocker had already escaped, though by the looks of things outside and the continued pitter-patter of ship pieces
            hitting the station shields, they hadn’t gotten far.
         

         
         Two ships to go.

         
         “There she is,” a voice said. “Step aside immediately.”

         
         The crowd parted around Eva and Vakar. Bobbing gently in front of La Sirena Negra, glowing a vibrant purple, was Armida. The administrator of Omicron rarely descended from her seat of power in—well, no one
            knew where it was, for security reasons. Eva had heard it was Limbo, but that was ridiculous. Nobody could administer a space
            station from a giant bar and strip joint.
         

         
         In one swift movement, Eva found herself upside down, tightly wrapped in tentacles thin as wire but twice as strong. Vakar
            was grabbed by appropriately beefy goons, one for each of his arms, and dragged a few meters away.
         

         
         “Captain Eva Innocente,” Armida said. Her voice was smooth as a surgical knife through skin, piped directly into Eva’s head
            since she was basically psychic gas in a suit like a huge jellyfish. “I have prepared a shuttle for your delivery to His Gloriousness.
            Please convey to him my gratitude for his hasty and permanent departure.”
         

         
         “Go fry ice,” Eva retorted.

         
         “I am sure we will miss your colorful personality,” Armida replied, towing her captive along.

         
         Eva struggled, but Armida only tightened her tentacles further. To one side, her ship’s airlock; to the other, continued chaos.

         
         Maybe Garg was right. Maybe this was the right thing to do. The station shields were weakening, who knew how many ships outside
            had been reduced to shrapnel, and this guy clearly wasn’t going to stop until she was under his thumb, figuratively speaking.
            Maybe The Fridge would even let Mari go if Eva was out of the picture. All she had to do was give up, give in, and let Glorious
            win.
         

         
         But there was Vakar, flanked by mercs, holding his ridiculous box.

         
         She didn’t even know what was inside. That made her angry. He had never bought her a present before—one just for her, not
            for a holiday or birthdate celebration when present-giving was a social expectation—and she wanted it. Maybe she was broke,
            and The Fridge owned her ass, and she was hanging upside down in the grip of a psychic alien’s myriad tentacles, and a crazy
            megalomaniac was killing people because she laughed at him, but she wasn’t going to sit around fanning her privates while
            there was a chance she could find out what was in that box.
         

         
         That small, black and, most importantly, indestructible metal box.

         
         Once more, with feeling, she thought. “Vakar, throw the box at the ship!”

         
         He stared at her, blinking both sets of eyelids as if wondering what on earth she was thinking. Then, without a word, he wrestled
            free of the goons holding him and did as she asked.
         

         
         It arced beautifully, right toward the airlock behind Armida. The mercs raised their guns but hesitated, unsure what it was.
            Eva powered on her boots and prayed to the Virgin for luck.
         

         
         One boot pulled some of Armida’s tentacles up, while the other snagged Armida’s helmet as well as the box as it began to fall.
            It rushed toward her, but Armida’s helmet container was in the way, so it hit the glass like a missile as it tried to reach
            her boot. A tiny spiderweb of a crack formed.
         

         
         “You wretched smuggler,” Armida boomed in her mind, whipping up some tentacles to pry the box away. “I should come out there
            and destroy you myself.”
         

         
         The pressure on the glass increased as the boot kept pulling at the box.

         
         “Your fate is sealed, craven defiers of—” the Glorious Apotheosis said, but Eva didn’t hear the rest, because Armida’s helmet
            shattered into thick fragments that rained on Eva as she fell to the ground. The tentacles collapsed, and Eva immediately
            reached for her gun.
         

         
         “Please, fool,” Armida said. “You can’t shoot me. I have no physical form.”

         
         Not shooting you, Eva thought, inching backward toward a broken pipe. The air shimmered in front of it.

         
         Bean farts.

         
         She shot the pipe, and the methane inside rushed out in a gout of flame. Armida’s scream echoed in Eva’s mind as her mingled
            gases burned.
         

         
         Eva crawled toward the airlock while Garg and the other mercs struggled to put out the fire and deal with whatever other crap
            that jerk of a galactic emperor had been spewing. The station rocked again, and Vakar’s box slid toward her a few meters away.
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