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      Finder Vince Grable stepped into the cool, filtered air of his office and hit the door panel. The door slid shut behind him, cutting off the late-night cycle sounds of drunken laughter from a few pedestrians weaving their way down the boulevard and the rush of a handful of silver transport pods whisking people stars only knew where at this hour. Instead, the faint strains of his favorite jazz stream filled his ears. He wished he could leave behind the smell of the rotting garbage he’d encountered in the Core as easily. It clung to his brown leather jacket; smears of indistinguishable goo he’d have to clean off later.

      Taking a deep breath of clean air, Vince ran through his security protocols and locked the door. Then he closed his eyes and let his forehead rest against the cold metal surface with a little thump, grateful to be finished for the day. At this moment, he was too tired to even turn on the lights.

      The right side of his jaw ached where the woman he’d been hired to find—the daughter of a prominent couple who lived on the Rim who had become a severe drug addict and disappeared a couple of weeks earlier with a bagful of her mother’s prized jewelry—had smashed her forehead into the side of his face. She hadn’t cared that her parents were looking for her and had attacked him because she thought he was after her stash. He’d noted her squalid location and left here there.

      He’d been hired to find her, not bring her back with him.

      Vince touched his aching jaw. She’d caught him off-guard; he should have known better than to dismiss someone as a potential threat just because they were skin and bones and barely a meter and a half tall. He wouldn’t make that mistake again.

      Taking a deep breath, he let it out slowly and relished being able to breathe without feeling like he needed to cough. He’d lived on Zyga Space Station for more than a decade, and he had yet to figure out what in the station’s atmosphere irritated his throat. The only solution he’d found so far was a personal airscrubber in his office—and another in the tiny apartment above it he called home. At least he could breathe in his own space.

      Straightening up at last, Vince flexed his jaw once more and admitted to himself that underestimating Dreyla Bhani hadn’t been the only mistake he’d made that day. He’d made several minor errors in the hours leading up to finally confronting her, and they’d all contributed to the problem.

      He took another breath. If he was honest with himself, the problem was that he’d taken on too many jobs the past couple of weeks. He’d been running himself ragged.

      And that was definitely a problem—in this line of work, being distracted because he was too tired could get someone hurt. Or worse.

      Up until recently, Vince hadn’t thought such a thing as “too busy” existed in his line of work. He was one of the youngest licensed Finders on Zyga Space Station—some called him the best—and usually didn’t have any trouble picking up work. He had a knack for finding people who didn’t want to be found…and there were plenty of them on Zyga Station. But then he’d experienced a horrendous dry stretch that had left him wondering if he needed to find a new line of work.

      That had all changed a couple of weeks back—

      —right after he survived meeting the head of one of the two Families that unofficially ran Zyga Station as well as a massacre in a gaming lab hidden in the heart of the Core near where the space station’s engine, life-support systems, and other important machinery were housed. Vince and his best source of information in the Core, a teenager named Rav, were the only survivors. And while the Finder had spent the time since then wondering if there would be some retribution for accidentally getting caught in a squabble between the two Families, nothing had happened.

      In fact, his business had started booming again.

      It was as if someone had flipped a switch. Out of nowhere, a rush of clients had descended on him.

      Weeks later, the rush still hadn’t stopped.

      Vince wasn’t sure if the change in his prospects would have happened anyway, or if Bok Chul, head of the Bok Family, had somehow been involved. And, honestly, he wasn’t sure he wanted to know.

      Belatedly, he realized he was still holding the bag carrying the cartons of food he’d picked up from one of his favorite restaurants on his way home. The smell of garbage emanating from his clothes threatened to put him off his dinner, but Vince lifted the bag to his nose anyway. As he inhaled the rich scent of fried dumplings and the tangy smell of his favorite chicken stir-fry, his stomach awoke and rumbled hungrily, reminding him that it had been more than eight hours since his last meal.

      “Welcome back,” said a melodic, high-pitched voice.

      Vince nearly jumped out of his dark brown skin. He hit the light panel by the door with his free hand—harder than he’d intended—and whirled to face the origin of the voice. He might have run all his security protocols as soon as he reached his office, but…he’d been too tired to physically inspect his office.

      That had been a mistake.

      Particularly when one had an assistant who didn’t do normal human things like breathe.

      “Stars, Bella.” Vince ran a hand over his short, curly black hair before leaning against the door, his heart hammering madly in his chest. He was tall and a little stocky, with a black goatee. Straightening, he fixed his assistant with a stern look. “We’ve talked about this. What are you still doing here?”

      And sitting in the dark, he wanted to add, but his assistant had excellent night vision. She didn’t need lights to see.

      At least, not anymore.

      “You weren’t back yet.” From her jade green desk by the door, Bella Escovedo met his irritation with a cool stare. Crossing her arms over her ample chest, she leaned back in her chair. “If you’re not back, Boss, then the work day isn’t over.”

      Bella was tall—almost as tall as Vince—and easily one of the most beautiful women he had ever set eyes on. She had a heart-shaped ivory face, with high cheekbones, a pert nose, and dark, almond-shaped eyes. Blunt-cut bangs swept across her forehead, and her swathe of waist-length glossy black hair was pinned up in a bun by a two decorative chopsticks. Her full red lips were currently pursed.

      Practically any other woman on Zyga Station who happened to be endowed with her figure would have gleefully taken advantage of it, but Bella preferred a more professional look. Today—or was it yesterday now?—she wore dark gray slacks with a pale pink blouse buttoned up to her slim throat. She’d bought that wardrobe with her first paycheck after Vince had officially hired her a couple of weeks back.

      It was a far cry from how she’d dressed for work in her previous life—and body—as a cleaning lady. Not that Vince had actually known her then, but Bella assured him it was true.

      “Well,” Vince said at last. “Can’t fault for you for loyalty, that’s a fact.”

      Bella’s cool, imperious look melted into a grin. “Nope. You’re stuck with me, Boss.”

      Vince just shook his head and made his way across the office to his own jade green desk, where he deposited his bag of food. He’d come to like having an assistant over the past few weeks, but he still wasn’t entirely used to it.

      Nor was he entirely used to the fact that Bella had no need for most mundane human functions. Like eating, for example. Androids didn’t need to eat. Bella could—and sometimes did—taste food, but she didn’t need it anymore. Her internal power source (whatever that was; they hadn’t figured that part out yet) kept her going.

      Vince glanced at Bella as he crossed the office to the tiny hygiene unit to wash some of the garbage smell off before he ate. She was studying her datapad, patiently waiting to hear about his evening. As far as most people in the galaxy were concerned, androids weren’t people at all. And as far as Zyga Station Authority was concerned right now, androids weren’t even legally permitted aboard the station.

      A knot formed in his chest. But what about androids that used to be people? As far as Vince knew, Bella was the only one.

      What then?

      He didn’t know.
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      When Vince emerged from the hygiene unit sans jacket, he felt marginally fresher but didn’t have any more answers than what he’d started with. He paused at the jade green long sideboard that occupied the space between the hygiene unit door and the end of the room long enough to brew himself a cup of tea in the drink machine he kept there. The sideboard matched both desks and the filing cabinet that ran the length of the pearly gray wall behind his desk. They were manufactured from recycled materials aboard the Station, though Vince wasn’t sure why that meant they had to be jade green.

      The rest of his furniture was simple enough. Two narrow brown armchairs for clients faced his desk, and a comfortable brown couch sat along the wall perpendicular to the front door. The office’s only decoration was a large aloe plant in a dark red pot on a tiny synthglass stand in the far corner of the room, next to the discreetly hidden door that led up a ladder-like flight of steps to his living quarters.

      Glancing over his shoulder at Bella, he said wearily, “I don’t suppose it would do any good to tell you to go home.” He paused. “Now that you have a home.”

      They’d found her a tiny apartment eight blocks away, after Bella had assured him she didn’t mind the walk. Though small, it was affordable—and it was definitely in a nicer part of Zone 5 than she used to live. And it wasn’t like she needed much in the way of a kitchenette or anything.

      “Nope.” Bella glanced up from her datapad with a smile. “Work day’s not over, Boss. Don’t you want to tell me what happened tonight and have me write up the report?” She motioned to his shirt. “You’ll probably feel better if you talk about it.”

      The worst part was that she was right. Vince scowled anyway.

      “That’s assuming I make a report,” he groused, reaching into the basket next to the drink machine for his precious bottle of honey. It was local honey, homegrown in Zone 2’s Agricultural Department, and besides the fact that it tasted amazing, it helped with his throat.

      “And I am not calling her parents this late, that’s for sure.” He was starving, and it wasn’t like he had great news to report anyway.

      Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Bella shrug her shoulders as if to say, ‘suit yourself.’

      By the time the Finder made it back to his desk with his tea and sat down, his stomach was making sounds that wouldn’t have been out of place coming from a ferocious, rabid space creature. He said a quick prayer of thanks before pulling cartons of food from the bag on his desk and opening them with quick motions. His mouth was watering.

      The first bite of spicy chicken was heaven. Vince inhaled once and exhaled in satisfaction as he chewed. He swallowed, reached for another mouthful with his chopsticks, and felt eyes on him. He glanced up to find Bella watching him from beneath her lashes. Her expression was calm, but there was something mournful in her dark eyes.

      Guilt mixed with chicken in his stomach, even though rationally Vince knew none of it had been his fault. He hadn’t been the one to sell her to a rich psycho in lust with an online persona. Bella’s cousin Cara had done that—and as far as anyone knew, she’d paid dearly for it.

      Bok Seung, Bok Chul’s son, on the other hand, was potentially a different story. Vince wondered what the head of the Bok Family could do to his heir apparent that would actually have any effect. Short of killing him or disinheriting him, that is…which would mean somebody was in line for the proverbial crown.

      Vince waved the food carton in his hand in a half-hearted gesture. “I’d offer you some if you could eat it.”

      “Thanks.” Bella looked down at her datapad again. One hand rose to tuck a stray strand of black hair that had escaped her bun behind her perfect, shell-like ear. “It’s so weird smelling food but not needing to eat it. I don’t feel hungry, but part of me still wants to eat.”

      There wasn’t any point in her eating. She’d tasted things once or twice in the past two weeks, but it wasn’t the same. She had olfactory sensors and taste buds, but no digestive system.

      Vince just nodded, his mouth full again. Even if he hadn’t just crammed a huge bite of broccoli dripping in tangy sauce into his mouth, he wouldn’t have known what to say.

      “I’m still alive, though.” Bella tapped a perfect, silver-tipped nail on the desk’s jade green surface. “That’s got to count for something, right?”

      She was still alive. That was the crazy part.

      She and Vince had spent the first week they’d known each other on tenterhooks, waiting for her life to blink out of existence. Before he let them go that night, Bok Chul had told Bella that she only had a week or so to live. She was an experiment, a human consciousness transferred into a gorgeous android body—and the scientists who’d created her had yet to work out all the kinks.

      But the week had passed, and Bella hadn’t died. And when Vince had tracked down the secret lab where she’d been made, he learned that the fact that she was still alive made her an anomaly. She shouldn’t still be alive.

      None of her fellow experiments were.

      Of course, thanks to one of Bok Chul’s enforcers, none of the scientists at that lab were alive anymore either. Vince suppressed a shudder at the memory. He’d gotten roped into searching for the lab because the information broker who was arranging for Bella’s new identity had called in her favor early. Magna had wanted him to find her missing nephew, who, as it turned out, didn’t actually exist.

      The whole thing had been a tangled mess, but the upshot was that Magna had been trying to rectify a mistake that had led to the Oswari Family partnering with the gaming company responsible for the human consciousness transfer experiments. Vince and Rav, who had been kidnapped by the gaming lab, were the only survivors.

      But before the head scientist, Dr. Ersatz died, he’d told Vince that Bella was an anomaly. She shouldn’t have lived—and the scientist would have given his eyeteeth to find out why.

      A small part of Vince was happy the man was dead. It meant he couldn’t come after Bella.

      As far as anyone in Bella’s old life knew, she’d disappeared into thin air. The couple she’d cleaned for had eventually filed a missing person’s report, but Vince knew they’d never get any answers. It was a sad reality that among Zyga Station’s population of three million, things like that still happened.

      Bella’s cousin, Cara, had also vanished. Cara had attempted to disappear as a result of her gaming addiction, which had led to her selling her cousin to Bok Chul’s son in the first place, but Vince was afraid Bok Chul had made the disappearance permanent. The Finder had done some discreet probing since that night, but was unable to find any trace of Bella’s cousin.

      For all his other sins, Bok Chul did not take kindly to human trafficking. It was probably the biggest area in which he and the Oswari Family disagreed—despite the amount of money to be made.

      As he inhaled the rest of the spicy chicken, Vince reflected on how he never could have predicted the events of the past few weeks. He hadn’t known when Bella walked into his office—well, tripped and fell flat on her face was a more accurate description—and hired to him to find her real body that by the end of the case he’d end up hiring her to be his assistant. If he’d known, he would have laughed, because business had been as dry as space was cold.

      Now, business was booming and Bella was apparently going to be around for the long haul. It made him wonder—

      The sound of the door chime jarred him from his thoughts. Vince’s gaze swung to the door, irritation threading through his fatigue. It was well after midnight, and he’d made sure his window was opaque so no one would think he was here. Who was thoughtless—or desperate—enough to bother him now?

      From her desk, Bella raised a perfect dark eyebrow at him; Vince shook his head. He wasn’t dealing with anything else tonight. No, sir. Not when he hadn’t even finished eating yet, he still needed a shower to clean off the grime he’d encountered in the Core, and he hadn’t even filed his blasted report yet.

      The door chime continued…and his goatee started to bristle.

      Dragging in a long-suffering breath, Vince reached over to tap the panel in one corner of his desk and pull up the vid feed from the cam mounted over the door. A holographic image of a slim figure in a dark jacket with a dark cap pulled over his or her eyes appeared above the desk. The figure looked directly up at Vince’s door cam, revealing large, dark eyes set in a thin face—and Vince’s fatigue abruptly melted away.

      It was Sergeant Anita Rychek, his contact from Zyga Station Authorities.
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      Vince lost no time making his way across the beige carpet to the door. He opened it and Sergeant Rychek stepped inside. She didn’t speak until the door was shut and locked.

      Anita Rychek was tall, with pale tan skin and a lanky frame. She kept her wavy dark hair cut short, which emphasized her thin features, but there was no mistaking her for anything but a woman. Vince had seen her at the Zyga Station Authority’s annual ball once (he’d been there to talk to someone else about an urgent case), and she had looked stunning in a dark green sheath, her makeup dramatic and her dark hair artfully spiked.

      Now, Rychek was dressed in nondescript clothes—a comfortable dark gray jacket that matched her hat, dark blue jeans, and light gray shoes with non-skid treads. She glanced at the office window, presumably to make sure nobody could see inside, before she shed the jacket and tossed it onto the closest end of the couch. She wore a loose purple shirt beneath it, and a faint floral scent clung to her.

      Then, and only then, did she turn to Vince and extend a hand. “Grable.”

      “Rychek.”

      The sergeant’s nose wrinkled as she caught a whiff of the garbage still clinging to him, but she was either too polite or too preoccupied to comment. Instead, she looked at Bella, who had risen from her seat—and her eyes widened a little. “You must be the new assistant.”

      “I’m Bella Escovedo.” Bella’s voice only trembled a little as she held out a hand for Rychek to shake. This was her first real encounter with anyone from Station Authority since she’d woken up in an android body.

      “Sergeant Anita Rychek.” Rychek shook Bella’s hand automatically before turning back to Vince. “Wow. Never thought I’d see the day the great Finder Vince Grable decided he needed help.”

      “It’s a long story,” Vince said wryly.

      One of the first things he’d done after he finally received Bella’s new identity from Magna was have Rychek discreetly run it to see how well it held up to Station Authority scrutiny. It had passed with flying colors—but Rychek hadn’t known the identity was actually a fake one created for a missing woman. She’d assumed he was simply doing a thorough background check on his new assistant—and Vince hadn’t disabused her of the notion.

      Over the past two weeks, he’d spent a few moments imagining the look on Rychek’s face if he ever told her who Bella really was. The result always made him smile.

      Not that he envisioned a situation in which he’d ever actually tell her. He trusted Rychek, but as far as he was concerned, the fewer people who knew about Bella, the better.

      Rychek glanced back at Bella, her eyebrows raised. “And he hired somebody like you on top of it.”

      The temperature in the office dropped a few degrees.

      “Somebody like me?” Still standing behind her desk, Bella folded her arms over her ample chest, her expression flat. She seemed torn between being offended and the idea that she needed to be on her best behavior because Rychek was Station Authority.

      “Yeah.” Vince eyed Rychek as well. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “Sorry.” Rychek grimaced, before scrubbing a hand through her short hair. “That didn’t come out right.” Her mouth tilted in a wry, apologetic smile. “It’s been a really long day.”

      Vince could relate to that, but it didn’t explain her comment. Or why she was here, well after midnight.

      Rychek turned to face Bella. “I didn’t mean to offend. All I meant was that I didn’t expect to come in here and find out that his—” she jerked a thumb toward Vince, “—new assistant is drop-dead gorgeous.”

      Only years of experience enabled Vince to hide his wince.

      For her part, Bella just continued to stare at Rychek.

      The sergeant tipped her head up to the overhead and blew out a sigh. “And…that doesn’t sound any better.” She held up a hand. “Sorry, Ms. Escovedo. I’m a little jangled right now. You’ll have to forgive me.”

      Vince narrowed his eyes at her. Come to think of it, he’d never seen Rychek anything less than poised.

      Walking back over to his desk, he propped a hip against the front of it. His goatee was still bristling. He rubbed his chin—which didn’t help—and folded his arms across his chest. “What brings you to my office at this hour?”

      It had to be something important—in all the years they’d helped each other out on cases, Rychek had never shown up this late before. To Vince’s shock, the sergeant seemed to deflate a little. Her shoulders slumped and she suddenly looked tired. Very, very tired. And scared.

      “I should have known better, that’s what.” Rychek sank down on the brown couch next to her jacket and looked from Vince, to Bella, and back before leaning forward to prop her elbows on her knees and study the carpet instead. “That’s where it starts.”

      Vince shifted uncomfortably on the edge of his desk. That sounded suspiciously like some sort of problem in the world of romance. He couldn’t quite explain why, but the idea of getting involved in Rychek’s love life made him want to head for the nearest airlock. His gaze flicked to Bella, but his assistant was frowning at the sergeant.

      Bella was gaining better control over her movements and expressions, but they were still over the top more often than not. And right now, her frown was positively forbidding.

      Rychek seemed to sense the direction of his thoughts. “Don’t worry, Grable, we’re not talking about my love life.”

      That was a relief, but before Vince could process it, the sergeant continued, “Station Authority is full of dirty officers.” Her voice was bleak. “You know that, right?”

      Vince did know that. He wasn’t exactly sure who they were or how many of them there were, but he knew they were there. Station Authority might like to think that they ran Zyga Station, but everybody who was anybody knew that the Families were the real powers.

      More importantly, Rychek knew that.

      “So, what?” Vince uncrossed his arms, choosing to shove his hands into his pockets instead. He eyed Rychek, trying to read between the lines of her body language. “You’ve known that for a long time. Hasn’t stopped you from doing your job.”

      “Most days I can ignore it. Doesn’t affect what I do.” Rychek’s shoulders slumped a little more. “But this…” she shook her head, as though she couldn’t find the words to express what was running through her mind.

      Vince exchanged glances with Bella. What could she possibly have gotten herself into that required his help?

      Bella’s pale, smooth face looked baffled.

      “I—” Rychek gulped. “I found out today that someone in my department is dirty. Somebody I didn’t expect.”

      It was obvious that this revelation had hit her pretty hard.

      Vince didn’t speak, but just continued to lean against his desk, waiting. He couldn’t even speculate as to what kind of help she might need from him.

      Rychek heaved a sigh, before she visibly pulled herself together. She sat up straight, forcing her shoulders back, and schooled her features into a stern mask. When she spoke, she sounded like the crisp, no-nonsense sergeant Vince was familiar with. “I need your help finding someone.”

      “That’s what he does,” Bella said from her desk, where she’d resumed her seat.

      Rychek ignored her and kept her eyes on Vince. “It hasn’t hit the news yet—I don’t even know if it will ever hit the news—but Gemma Roda is missing.”

      Roda. Vince frowned. The name sounded familiar. “As in—”

      “As in the Rodas behind Roda Enterprises. The Rodas who own a quarter of the Rim.”

      “Oh. Those Rodas.”

      Rychek shook her head. “And the Oswari Family is involved in it.”

      The Oswari Family? Vince felt cold, even as his goatee continued to bristle. “You’re sure?”

      “Oh, yeah.” Rychek flexed her fingers and placed her hands flat on the tops of her thighs, as though she was itching to use them for another reason. “There’s been a ransom demand. It’s not passing through official channels, though.”

      Vince raised an eyebrow, waiting for the rest of the story.

      Bella, however, couldn’t wait. Leaning forward over her desk, she burst out, “Then how do you know about it?”

      One corner of Rychek’s mouth tilted in a mirthless smile. “Because I heard something tonight that I shouldn’t have.” She took a controlled breath. “Obviously I don’t know the full story, but there’s some sort of power struggle going on, and the Oswari Family is apparently trying to get leverage on the Rodas.”

      “Which they’ve done by kidnapping their daughter.”

      “Yes.” Rychek took another breath. “She’s five years old, Grable. Five.”

      “Oh, no,” Bella murmured.

      A knot twisted in the pit of Vince’s stomach. He hated it when children were in danger. “I’m sure her parents are frantic.” He paused, but when Rychek didn’t say anything else, he pulled his hands out of his pockets and spread them. “What do you want me to do?”

      “I told you already. I want you to find her.” Rychek shot up from her seat on the couch as though her legs had springs coiled inside them and began to pace back and forth across the length of the office. “You know as well as I do the Oswari Family deals in trafficking—regardless of any deal they work out with the Rodas, anything could happen to that kid.”

      Vince acknowledged that with a nod. Officially, human trafficking was outlawed on Zyga Station—but that didn’t mean that people always obeyed the law. Life in the Core was often quite different from the rest of the Station—and the tendrils of the Families’ influence reached even to the Rim.

      That still didn’t mean it was his business, though.

      “Why me?” Vince watched Rychek pace. “Why can’t Station Authority handle it?” He shrugged. “Even if somebody in your department is dirty, Station Authority—”

      “Because Station Authority doesn’t know!” Rychek stopped short in the middle of the office and whirled to face Vince. “I told you, it’s not coming through official channels. The Rodas haven’t reported it—and from the sound of things, they won’t.”

      She bit her lip. “Or can’t.”
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      A ringing silence followed this pronouncement. Vince let it extend, shifting position to lean against the edge of his desk, feigning an indifference he didn’t actually feel. He regarded Rychek for a long moment, taking in the fatigue tugging at the corners of her mouth and the corners of her eyes. That she had come to him like this was unprecedented. He knew that, and yet…

      He lifted one shoulder in a shrug. “That still doesn’t make it something I ought to stick my nose into.” He shook his head. “I’ve had enough of Family business the past couple of weeks to last me a lifetime.”

      Bella made a small, disappointed sound from her desk.

      For her part, Rychek looked stunned, as though she hadn’t expected him to actually turn her down. Then she reared back a fraction and lifted her chin to look Vince dead in the eye. Her stare was direct, full of a fierce almost-challenge. “There isn’t anybody else on Zyga Station I’d trust with this.”

      “Well,” Vince dipped his head in a nod. “I’m flattered. The answer is still no.”

      “Why?” Rychek almost threw her hands into the air, but caught herself at the last second. She resumed pacing, before abruptly wheeling around to stab a finger in Vince’s direction. “This is your area of expertise. You are very, very good at finding people who don’t want to be found and finding things people don’t want anybody to find. And I know you, Grable—Family involvement or not, this is exactly the sort of case that stirs that noble streak you’ve got buried under that brown leather jacket of yours.”

      “He does have a noble streak,” Bella said softly. She looked from Rychek to Vince. “She’s got a point there, Boss.”

      Vince shot her an irritated look. “And we’ve known each other for how long?”

      Bella met his irritation with a prosaic shrug. “You helped me even after you found out one of the Families was involved.” She held up two fingers. “Twice.”

      Rychek threw him a ‘so there’ look before tipping her chin at Bella in a nod of acknowledgement.

      Vince wanted to protest that he hadn’t had much of a choice, but…of course that wasn’t true. He’d had a choice. Bella hadn’t even paid him a retainer; he could have easily washed his hands of that entire situation and sent her on her way. And even if he’d helped her the first time, he could have washed his hands of her afterward and let her figure out how to survive on Zyga Station as a homeless, identiless android on her own.

      Except that he couldn’t, really. His conscience wouldn’t have let him live with himself.

      Vince wasn’t about to tell these two women that, however.

      Instead, he let out a long-suffering sigh and splayed his hands. “Fine. I’ll look into it.”

      Rychek’s narrow face broke into a relieved smile that made something flutter in his chest.

      “On one condition.” Vince held up a finger, ruthlessly suppressing the flutter.

      Her beautiful smile froze as Rychek’s eyes turned wary. She raised a dark eyebrow at him. “And that would be?”

      “You tell me why you’re so interested in this.” Vince rubbed his still-prickling goatee, smothering a smile of satisfaction as a look of complete shock flitted across the sergeant’s face.

      Rychek controlled her expression immediately, but not fast enough. Vince had seen it, and he knew he was on the right track.

      “I don’t—”

      “Nope.” Vince shook his head. “The truth, Anita, or forget it and go home.”

      Rychek considered him for a long moment, dark eyes narrowed and jaw set in a stubborn line.

      Vince just waited. If this case was as important to her as it sounded, she’d come around.

      She did.

      He smothered another smile.

      “Okay. Fine. You want to know the truth?” Rychek folded her arms across her chest as though to shield herself from what she was about to reveal. “The truth is, I grew up with Jewel Roda, Gemma’s mother. We were best friends when we were in primary school.”

      “Really?” Bella leaned over her desk, her dark, almond-shaped eyes wide with interest and curiosity. “Wow.”

      “Yeah.” Rychek looked almost embarrassed. “I know. It seems strange that a lowly Station Authority sergeant would have a past with somebody from high society, doesn’t it?”

      “Not really.” Vince gave a careless shrug. “Married into it, didn’t she?”

      That happened all the time. If there was one thing he’d learned in the time he’d spent in this business, it was that people were often linked in all kinds of strange ways. He was more interested in present connections.

      He eyed Rychek. “You two still close?”

      It was Rychek’s turn to shrug. “In a matter of speaking.” She smiled slightly. “I mean that literally. Jewel will speak to me if we happen to see each other at an event or something, but otherwise we haven’t had much contact in years.” A sad, almost resigned look flitted across her face. “Our lives went different directions a long time ago.”

      Vince refrained from commenting. That much was obvious. Still…something wasn’t quite right. He tilted an eyebrow. “Then why is this so important to you?”

      Something passed through Rychek’s eyes—some old emotion that was gone too quickly for Vince to identify it. “Because Jewel befriended me and stood up for me when nobody else would—and I never forgot it.” She shrugged self-consciously. “I was skinny and shy and awkward and Jewel…Jewel was outgoing and athletic and popular.”

      “And you feel like you owe her,” Bella said softly.

      “Sort of.” Rychek shrugged again. “She might be super rich and famous now, but she’s always been kind to people.” Her expression firmed. “And I can’t stand the idea of somebody hurting her little girl.”

      That was understandable. Vince jerked his chin toward Rychek. “So you think the Family is after Terrell Roda?”

      Terrell was Jewel’s husband and his company was a powerhouse in the mining industry, second only to the Zyga Station Mining Corporation.

      “You don’t?” Rychek looked surprised.

      “It’s possible.” Vince shrugged again. “It’s the most likely solution, but—” he shot Rychek a wry look, “—you know as well as I do that just because it’s the most likely solution doesn’t make it true. There’s a possibility this could be about Jewel instead.”

      Rychek frowned, but Vince could see in her eyes the same thoughts running through his mind. Then the sergeant’s face abruptly split in a wry smile and she flattened her hands on her knees again. “Well, Grable, that would be why I’m here. I’m hoping you’ll be able to make connections I won’t.”

      The smile died. “Or can’t. At least not without risking Gemma’s safety, my job, and…well, everything.”

      Vince was silent for a long moment. He looked from Rychek’s tense form to Bella, still leaning over her desk in interest, before glancing at his opaque office window. The featureless window didn’t offer any assistance, but it wasn’t a distraction, either. His private airscrubber kicked on, flooding the office with a faint whirring.

      The truth was, there was really only one decision he could live with.

      Exhaling, he straightened and crossed his arms. “Are you sure this little girl has actually been kidnapped? As in, absolutely positive?”

      Rychek met his gaze without flinching. “Yes.”

      “Okay.” Vince exhaled heavily. “Then I’m going to need background on Gemma, Jewel, Terrell, the extended family, Roda Enterprises the whole thing. Everything you’ve got, Rychek.”

      “Done.”

      “And since it doesn’t look like anybody is getting any sleep any time soon, we’re going to need tea.” Vince looked at Bella, his mind already racing. “Lots of it.”
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