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      Visiting the Rim never failed to put life in perspective for Finder Vince Grable. For starters, staring out at the vast, black expanse of star-studded space, a wall of synthglass all that separated him from the crushing vacuum, never failed to remind him of his relative insignificance in the universe. Second, the opulence of this outer section of Zyga Space Station never failed to remind him that money was just a tool. It could motivate someone to create something beautiful…or it could instead tempt someone to do terrible things.

      Vince leaned back in his seat on a comfortable—if initially ice-cold—bench that had been thoughtfully placed a meter from the synthglass to provide an excellent view of space. Made of thick strands of shiny onyx metal that had been twisted together, the bench was one of many that ringed the Rim’s outer wall. The floor here was comprised of a swirling mosaic that blended that same onyx color with a silvery gray. A gentle breeze from an invisible fan pushed the faint scent of a hundred different expensive colognes and perfumes along the viewing walkway that ran around this side of the Rim.

      Behind Vince, dozens of people moved along the walkway. It was the same scene as always. Some of the people were visitors, dressed in their best and gawking at the Rim’s exquisite architecture and the staggering view of space. Some were Rim residents in chic day clothes, out running errands, while others wearing business suits rushed about between the various corporate headquarters that resided up here. Every now and then, a Zyga Station Authority officer in a crisp red and gray uniform moved through the colorful collection of passersby.

      No one paid much attention to the people who occupied the viewing benches. Security up here was tight, due to all the individuals operating businesses here on Zyga Station, but as long as you weren’t soliciting anything, you could sit on a bench in the Rim for hours without any issue.

      Vince had been sitting here for the better part of an hour, absently rubbing his goatee and occasionally taking sips of the tea he’d bought at an overpriced coffee shop after he passed through the Gate that provided access to this part of the Rim from Zone 5. It was an import; a delicate white tea with notes of lemongrass and something else he hadn’t been able to identify. Not that he cared at the moment.

      As much Vince enjoyed tea, he had more important matters on his mind at the moment.

      Matters like how exactly an ethical man was supposed to create a new identity for a woman presumed dead. Particularly when that woman probably wouldn’t make it more than another day or two.

      And when it involved a…questionable exchange he was about to make with one of Zyga Station’s best—or most infamous, depending on who you asked—information brokers.

      Vince just hoped the price would be one he could pay—

      —and still sleep at night.

      He was a licensed Finder, after all. He was supposed to operate within the parameters of the law. And, he’d argue, he did.

      Problem was, the situation he’d found himself in a few days ago didn’t have a legal precedent. At least not one he was aware of.

      The tap-tap of an approaching cane broke through Vince’s thoughts. He glanced at the synthglass in front of him in time to see a flicker of movement reflected there as someone approached his bench. He looked sideways at the seat beside him as a wizened old man with brown skin a few shades lighter than his own hobbled up to the bench, ignoring the empty bench three meters away.

      “Is this seat taken?” the old man asked in a crackly voice, indicating the bench with his cane. It was made of a rich, warm brown wood that matched his shoes. He wore a nondescript—but well-made—dark blue suit with a crisp white shirt and a matching tie.

      Vince hadn’t expected the information broker to be quite so…old…(or male, for that matter; he’d always thought Magna was a woman), but he knew better than most that sometimes age really was just a number.

      He waved a hand to the empty half of the bench. “Not at all. Please, join me.”

      “I think I shall.” The old man eased himself down onto the bench with a series of creaks and pops. Shaking his head slightly, he propped the cane in front of him and rested both wrinkled hands on it. “Don’t get old, son. It’s no picnic.”

      “So I’ve been told,” Vince said pleasantly. He resumed his study of the stars, but his entire body was on high alert. He’d been told to come to this particular bench at half-past ten, and it was now nearly lunchtime. Would the old man give him the pass phrase, or not?

      After a few seconds that felt more like minutes, the old man nodded toward the stars. “Have you ever wanted to go stardancing?”

      There it was. A flicker of something akin to relief started to unfurl inside Vince, but he didn’t let it grow any farther. “No. Too cold for me.”

      The old man cackled a laugh that turned into a wheezing cough, and stretched out an age-spotted hand to Vince. “Oscar.” Beneath his bushy white eyebrows, his dark eyes were sharp and clear. “You don’t know me, but I know who you are, Finder. I think you’ll find—” he cackled at his own joke, “—we have a mutual friend.”

      “Sounds like it,” Vince said, shaking his hand. He doubted the man’s name was actually Oscar, but you never knew. It was possible.

      He tamped down the slight disappointment he felt. He shouldn’t have expected Magna to come herself. She kept her real identity—and her real appearance—a tight secret. Very few people got to actually meet her in person.

      Oscar tipped his cane toward the expanse of stars stretched out before them behind the synthglass wall. “So beautiful, yet so cold.” He shook his head. “Reminds me of my first wife.”

      Vince nodded, taking another sip of his cooling tea. If anyone was keeping tabs on either of them, all they would see was two men sitting and talking about the stars. He inwardly tensed when Oscar reached into his breast pocket, but the old man only withdrew a small comlink. He let Vince see it for a second before his fingers curled around the device, hiding it from the sight of anyone around them.

      Only years of experience helped Vince keep the sudden rush of deep disappointment he felt from showing on his face. A comlink. That was not what Magna had agreed to procure for him.

      His disappointment turned into a cold feeling of dread that slithered in the pit of his stomach like a winding snake. Had Magna changed her mind for some unknown reason? Or had something gone wrong?

      Oscar kept up a steady stream of chitchat for a moment longer before he sighed and used his cane to hoist himself back to his feet. “No rest for the wicked,” he said with another crackly laugh. “Doctor’s appointment to get to now.”

      Turning, he stretched out a hand to Vince again. “Good to meet you, son. Don’t get old.”

      They shook, and Vince felt something small and cold being pressed into the palm of his hand. The comlink.

      He nodded to Oscar. “Thanks.”

      “Don’t mention it.”

      With that and a tip of his soft brown cap, the old man tap-tapped his way up the wide walkway, disappearing into the steady stream of foot traffic making its way along this part of the Rim.

      His heart thumping with anticipation, Vince waited a moment to make sure no one was paying any attention to him before he opened his hand to examine the comlink. It was a tiny black rectangle, nothing special. A cheap little communication device one could purchase from any number of places across Zyga Station. Difficult to trace, if one knew how to go about such things.

      And Magna certainly did.

      Figuring the information broker had probably put something on the comlink for him, Vince tapped the display. A larger holographic display unfolded before him, backed by a wall of privacy pixels, but before he could do anything else, the comlink started vibrating softly with an incoming call. He stared at it a second, eyes narrowed in a combination of suspicion and anticipation.

      Interesting, he thought, and answered it. “Hello?”

      “Hello, Finder,” said a low, throaty female voice. “It’s been a while.”

      “That it has.” Vince had never spoken to Magna before, but he doubted this was her true voice. Anybody with three brain cells to rub together could synthesize their voice.

      “Are you disappointed?”

      “A little.” He kept half his attention on his surroundings; his goatee was prickling uncomfortably. “I was expecting something else. An hour and a half ago.”

      “I know you were.” Magna sounded vaguely apologetic. “I’m changing the terms of our agreement, I’m afraid. Something has just come up.”

      A knot formed in the pit of Vince’s stomach, but he did his best to maintain a neutral, pleasant expression and keep what he felt from reflecting in his voice. “Oh, are you?”

      “Nothing too horrible, I assure you. I’m merely cashing in on our arrangement now instead of waiting for a future date.”

      The knot in Vince’s stomach eased a little. “I suppose that’ll do.” He didn’t like owing people future favors anyway.

      When he had first contacted Magna, she hadn’t wanted money—or immediate payment. Vince had agreed—albeit reluctantly—for two reasons. One, helping Bella was important. And two…well, a drought in business the past couple of months had left him rather strapped for cash.

      “I thought it might.” Magna paused. “And it’s important, Finder. As important as you helping this girl Bella.”

      That caught Vince’s attention.

      He shifted slightly on the bench. “What do you need me to do?”

      “I need you to find something for me before it’s officially put on the market and more people die.”
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      Vince blinked. Before more people die. The bench beneath him suddenly seemed to grow ice-cold. The rush of footsteps and conversations floating behind him along the walkway seemed to rise to a sudden crescendo before falling to hushed whispers.

      The tiny comlink he held pressed to his ear suddenly felt like an equally tiny incendiary device—one that might explode at any second. His goatee started tingling again, like an entire colony of invisible ants was marching through it. He resisted the urge to rub it this time, tried to keep his body language as calm and neutral as possible.

      He knew, with an inexplicable, deep certainty, that Magna was about to entangle him in something he didn’t want to be tangled up in.

      He narrowed his eyes at the synthglass in front of him. “This involves a Family, doesn’t it?”

      Magna made a hissing sound. “Not now,” she said, a stern note in her throaty synthesized voice. “I thought you had some sense, Finder.”

      “And I thought I’d be getting what I asked for,” Vince said as pleasantly as he could manage.

      “You will. I was about to give you further instructions.”

      Of course you were, Vince thought. He thought of Bella, waiting back at his office, unable to live her life, and restrained a sigh. Don’t forget why you’re doing this, he told himself.

      To Magna, he said, “Go on, then.”

      “Go to the Reilynn Café in Sector 2, a few blocks from your office, and order honey ginger tea. We’ll speak further then.”

      Vince blinked. He wanted to ask why he’d had to go all the way to the Rim, why Magna couldn’t have just sent him to this café in the first place, but he held it back. She was one of the best information brokers in the business…something had happened.

      Something big and scary enough that it had made her change her plans.

      Leaving him to cool his heels on this bench in the Rim was only part of that.

      “I’ll do that.” Vince’s stomach growled. He’d probably order some lunch while he was there, too.

      “Oh, and, Finder?” Magna’s throaty voice took on a warning lilt. “Discard this comlink along the way. You won’t be needing it anymore.”

      “Got it.”

      Magna ended the transmission, and Vince lowered the comlink from his ear. He studied its shiny black surface for a moment. Magna was paranoid, that much was obvious, but she was also scared…and he couldn’t exactly blame her for being careful. The incident with the Bok Family just three days ago was still too fresh in his mind.

      People died when they ran afoul of the Families.

      Vince shook his head. He still couldn’t believe an expensive bottle of Scotch he’d have never drunk anyway had saved two lives—his and Bella’s.

      He remained in his seat on the bench long enough to finish his now-cold tea. No need to look like he was leaving because of a comm call. Even if every cell in his body was on edge, ready to act.

      He did allow himself to finally rub his goatee, however. It tended to tingle when pieces of information hovered on the edge of his subconscious, waiting for his conscious mind to grasp them and put them together. Right now, he wasn’t even sure what kind of puzzle he was looking at.

      After another moment, Vince got up from the bench and stretched before casually merging into the flow of traffic along the Rim’s outer walkway. He dumped his empty cup in a demure silver trashcan in front of a pricey restaurant, but waited to ditch the comlink—which he deactivated—until he returned to the ornate Gate, two levels high, that provided access to Zone 5. If someone was following him, no need to make things easy for them.

      As seen from space, Zyga Space Station resembled a huge wheel floating above the gas giant Cartha’s gravitational pull. It had been built as the result of a massive—and still ongoing—mining operation whose growth had exploded over the past few decades. The glassy Rim formed the Station’s outermost ring, connecting to five spoke-like Zones, which housed living quarters, the Station's small manufacturing base, an Agricultural Department responsible for growing most of the Station's food, and ports for the never-ending flow of space traffic.

      Fifty meters from the heart of the Station, which was a giant orb known as the Core, a smaller ring called the Hub formed a second connection between the Zones. The Families lived in the Core, though their influence stretched throughout the entirety of Zyga Station like dark, poisonous vines. Vince felt a cold chill work its way down his spine at the thought. That influence even reached up here on the Rim…

      ….maybe especially up here on the Rim.

      After all, the Rim was where most of the elite of Zyga Station society lived and operated. The head of Zyga Mining Corp kept a suite up here for when he visited, and the Chief of Station Authority lived up here too. Rim living quarters were pricey—but the best aboard the Station. One didn’t have to live pressed up against the masses.

      In an environment that prized space and tried to utilize every square centimeters, Rim apartments were a study in wasted space. Vince had been inside a few of the suites up here; you could fit a number of apartments from any of Zone 5’s apartment blocks in them. But, if one had the money to pay for a little extra elbow room, it was doable.

      Vince doubted he would ever have enough money to pay for something like that. And even if someday he did have the money, he didn’t think he could do it. Not when he knew how everybody else on Zyga Station lived, all squished together.

      As he approached the Gate, Vince kept his pace easy. He casually dropped the comlink into a trashcan that had been thoughtfully placed along the way and merged into the flow of people heading back to Zone 5.

      Unlike the large, utilitarian Gates that provided access to the Core from the Hub, the Gates that separated the Rim from each of the Zones had been designed with an eye for beauty. They were archways that stood two levels high, with gleaming metal railings that ran down the middle to create entrances and exits. They also featured plenty of security.

      This Gate was no exception. Security posts had been discreetly built into the silvery gray bulkheads on either side of the massive archway. One-way synthglass hid the Station Authority officers that occupied the security terminals inside. The most sobering security feature, however, was the fact that any major emergency would trigger a chain reaction that caused massive doors to iris shut in this Gate and all the others.

      In a matter of seconds, the Rim would be sealed off from the rest of Zyga Station.

      If Station gossip was to be believed, most of the Rim’s inhabitants had plenty of food and access to several private water and air filtration systems. They’d be fine for quite a while.

      Vince didn’t doubt that either. Not with the money involved. This was a space station, after all. Stars, he’d saved up to install his own airscrubber because something in the Station’s filtered, recirculated air bothered his throat and made him cough. If he could ever save up enough for a backup emergency water system, he’d do it in a heartbeat.

      He strolled through the exit side of the wide Gate and down a ramp to the Zone 5 Rim Access Platform, trailing along right behind a clump of chattering people who’d been part of a Rim tour. Each Zone had a Rim Access Platform, which was a large area where the end the Zone narrowed at Level 3 to meet its Rim Gate. The Platform lacked viewports, but info holos—advertisements, security protocols, and the like—glittered along the bulkheads.

      Once he’d left the Platform behind and merged into the foot traffic flowing along Level 3’s street-like corridor, Vince flagged a silver transport pod and rode it back to Zone 5’s main elevator bank. Each Zone was split into levels, with massive synthglass elevator banks providing vertical internal access.

      Here, Vince had to abandon his transport pod and approach the entrance turnstile on foot. Above him, cabs were visible zipping up and down the synthglass elevator shafts. One end of the elevator bank featured cabs that were bigger than the rest. These were for carrying transport pods from level to level—but only the wealthy could afford that. Everybody else traveled from level to level on foot.

      Vince paid for a ticket, stepped into a square synthglass cab with a handful of other people, and descended to Level 7. The elevator disgorged him and four other people. He was the only one who flagged a transport pod.

      On the way back to his office, a plan unfurled in his mind, like a flower opening gauzy petals to the sun. Whatever Magna had waiting for him at the Reilynn Café could wait a little longer. Vince had a few things to take care of first.

      Things like giving the poor woman who was permanently stuck in an android body a heads up that getting her new identity in place would be somewhat delayed.
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      Vince opened the door to his office just as his private airscrubber shut off, plunging the compartment into silence. Bella must have shut his jazz music off again. She didn’t seem to care for it as much as he did.

      Though small, the space was big enough to accommodate what little furniture he owned. His jade green desk made of recycled material and comfy brown office chair stood by the window, with two brown armchairs in front of the desk for clients. Two matching green filing cabinets stood along the back wall behind his desk, and a brown couch stood against the wall opposite his desk next to a hidden door that led up a ladder-like flight of steps to his tiny living quarters.

      Along the wall opposite the front door stood a long, jade green sideboard. Vince used it to hold equipment and odds and ends. His small drink machine and a basket of assorted teas sat on top. At the far end of the sideboard stood the door to his office’s tiny hygiene unit. The finishing touch was a tiny synthglass stand in the corner that held an aloe plant in a dark red pot.

      Vince took a deep breath, grateful to inhale clean oxygen that wouldn’t irritate his lungs and nasal passages, and automatically glanced around for Bella Martínez. He found her sitting on the couch, right where he’d left her.

      In fact… Vince squinted. He didn’t even think she’d changed position.

      Bella was still staring at her pale white hands, which were laced in her lap. She wasn’t breathing—although that was normal for her now—and she didn’t blink. She just sat there, looking like a lovely realistic life-size doll with a sheet of glossy black hair that fell to her elbows.

      She wore normal clothes now—soft gray leggings and a long emerald green tunic that fell to her thighs—instead of the crimson catsuit she’d been wearing when they first met. Her ruby red lips were pursed with grief, but her pale, heart-shaped face was oddly blank and void of any expression.

      Vince’s heart jumped into his throat. It can’t have happened yet, he thought, staring at her. It hasn’t been two weeks.

      Hurriedly, he ran through the rest of his security protocols and locked his office door. Then he took two giant strides toward the couch and dropped to one knee in front of Bella. He took one of her hands, curling his warm dark brown fingers against the cool pale china of her skin.

      “Ms. Martínez?” He squeezed her fingers, smelling her now-familiar scent of perfume with a faint trace of plastic. “Bella? Bella? Are you all right?”

      Vince was watching her eyes, and he saw the precise second that awareness returned. Something in Bella’s gaze seemed to focus on his hand atop hers…and then she raised her head to look at him.

      “Boss?”

      The iron fist that had squeezed Vince’s heart suddenly released its grip, flooding him with unexpected relief. “It’s me. Are you all right?”

      “I—” Bella looked around the office blankly before focusing on him again. “I think so? I was…thinking…and I don’t know what happened. I just…” her hands mimed a very slow explosion, “…was floating away?”

      Vince managed to keep a reassuring expression tacked on his face. Inside, however, his stomach dropped a little. She’d felt like she was floating away? That couldn’t be a good sign.

      “I miss my body,” Bella said plaintively.

      “I can only imagine.” Vince studied her for a few seconds before he quirked a lopsided smile. “Glad you’re okay, though.”

      ‘Okay’ being a relative term, all things considered.

      Bella just shrugged. The expression was dramatic—but not nearly as exaggerated as her movements had been the night she and Vince had met. She’d gained a good deal more control over her android body’s functions just in the few days since then.

      With a hopeful lilt in her voice, she asked, “Were you able to get my stuff?”

      That iron fist closed around Vince’s heart again. He drew in a breath, bracing himself to tell the truth. “Not yet. It’s…complicated.”

      “Seriously?” Bella looked at him, arching a perfect black eyebrow. “It’s complicated?” She made a sound in the back of her throat. “That doesn’t tell me anything.”

      “That would be because I don’t know what to tell you,” Vince said evenly. He paused. “Aside from the fact that Magna changed the terms of our agreement on me.”

      “What? Why?”

      Vince shrugged. He wasn’t sure how much to say. “Something’s changed. I’ve got to go out again.” He eyed Bella. “Will you be all right here by yourself?”

      Bella’s lips twitched in something that was probably supposed to be a smile. “I’ll be fine.”

      Vine wasn’t sure he believed her. There was something lost about her—had been something lost about her since the night she found out her cousin had sold her to Bok Chul’s son, who’d had transplanted her consciousness into an android body because he had a crush on her online persona and didn’t care for what she looked like in reality.

      It was pretty messed up stuff. Bella’s body was gone—incinerated, most likely—and the Family scientists responsible for the androids hadn’t quite ironed all the bugs out yet.

      Bugs like the one that caused androids to terminate within two weeks of a human consciousness being transferred to them.

      The not-so-small cynical part of Vince’s brain wondered if this attempt to set Bella up with a new identity was just a waste of time and resources. In all likelihood, she wouldn’t make it to the two-week mark.

      Vince set his jaw. He couldn’t let himself think like that. He refused to think like that. While Bella was still alive, so to speak, there was hope.

      In the meantime, he’d take the new wrinkles in his transaction with Magna in stride. One way or another, everything would work out.

      He suppressed a snort. We’re still alive, aren’t we?

      Bella mistook his protracted silence for disbelief. She attempted another smile, this one a little more successful, and lifted her hands. “Really, Vince, I’ll be fine. I just—” she blinked a couple of times, very fast, “—need to stop thinking so much.”

      Vince had to suppress another snort. Of course she was thinking too much—all she had left of herself was her consciousness. He swallowed the first words that came to mind. “You do that,” he said instead. “I’m all for people using their brains, but there is such a thing as overthinking things.”

      “Guilty,” Bella said ruefully, raising a hand. She shook her head and dropped her gaze to her lap. She stared down at her hands for few heartbeats, entwining her pale fingers in her lap again.

      “I can’t stop thinking about Cara,” she said at last. She glanced away, her gaze focusing on the aloe plant atop the little glass table at the end of the couch. “I keep trying to figure out where it all went wrong and if there was anything I could have done to help keep it from happening.”

      “I doubt it,” Vince said honestly.

      “You don’t know that.” Bella’s head whipped back around so she could glare at him. Vince doubted she’d meant the motion to be as violent as it looked.

      “Oh?” He held her gaze. “You spend all your free time together?”

      Bella opened her mouth to retort, but paused as her mind processed the question. She closed her mouth with a little ‘click’ and considered. After a few seconds, she dropped her gaze.

      “We used to,” she said softly. “We’d both come home from work and chill out, or go out with friends.”

      “And then things changed,” Vince said.

      “Yeah.” Bella sighed. “Cara found this new game, made some new friends, and then she started working a lot more. At least, I thought she was working. But I guess she wasn’t.”

      Her shoulders twitched. “I just… can’t believe she’d do this to me. It’s not—it wasn’t—Cara.”

      Still kneeling on the carpet beside her, Vince shook his head. “Somebody gets to that point, it’s because of a series of bad choices. Some big, some little, but all over a period of time.”

      Bella nodded, but didn’t speak for a long moment. When she did, her voice was barely audible, as though she was afraid to speak the words any louder.

      “I hate myself for not seeing it.” She looked at Vince, and if she’d had tear ducts anymore, he was sure she’d be crying. “I should have seen it.”

      “You were too close.” Vince shrugged prosaically but he kept his voice gentle. “You can’t blame yourself. She didn’t want you to see it, and you weren’t looking for it.”

      Bella just shook her head, her lovely mouth set in a grim line. “Either way, I didn’t see it. And now she’s—” her voice hitched, “—and I’m…like this.”

      She made a short, impatient gesture toward her body. “I’m so pale, I almost feel like I should glow in the dark when the lights are off.”

      “Is that why you were sitting in here with no lights on?” Vince raised an eyebrow at her.

      Bella shook her head. “No. I don’t need the lights.” She raised a finger to tap the side of her head. “Found out I’ve got some kind of night vision I can switch on.”

      Night vision? Vince’s eyebrows shot up. “Really?”

      “Yeah.” Bella made a small sound, halfway between a cough and a laugh. “That’s probably the only useful thing I can say about this body.”

      Vince doubted that (in terms of sheer practicality, he could think of half a dozen things offhand that were annoying about the way the human body functioned), but he didn’t say anything. He wasn’t the one who was going to have to live the rest of an unfortunately short life in a fabricated body.

      “I still can’t get used to it.” Bella held up a hand, staring at her slim, pale fingers as though they were something alien—which of course they were. “Every time I catch sight of myself, it startles me all over again.”

      Vince remained silent, a large figure kneeling at her feet. He could feel a sense of urgency beginning to build inside him—he needed to get to the Reilynn Café—but he also knew he needed to stay here moment longer and listen to Bella. She hadn’t said more than a few words here and there since the Chul Family had them dumped in that access tunnel in the Core.

      None of those words had been about what had happened to her.

      “And this hair…” Bella pulled a lock of her glossy straight black hair out in front of her with the tips of two fingers. She inspected it briefly, before dropping it in disgust. “I don’t know what to do with it.”

      From the holos Vince had seen of her, Bella had once had a riot of black curls. Vince didn’t know much about caring for long curly hair or long straight hair, but he was pretty sure there was a vast difference between the two.

      Bella made a face, pursing her full red lips. “At least I don’t look like a very expensive hooker anymore.” She shuddered. “That cat suit was horrible.”

      It did its job, Vince wanted to say, but he wisely refrained. She didn’t need the reminder of the terrible situation she would have been in if she hadn’t managed to escape and make her way to his office to hire him.

      “I’m sorry,” Bella said abruptly. “I shouldn’t be dumping all of this on you while you’re trying to help me.” She buried her face in her hands with a slap that sounded painful.

      Vince winced. Her fine motor control was getting better, but she still had her moments.

      “It’s fine,” he said, finally rising to his feet. He took a step back so it wouldn’t seem like he was towering over her. “If anybody deserved a chance to talk about things, I’d say it’s you.”

      “I need something to do,” Bella said, dropping her hands back into her lap. “I’m going crazy thinking about—well, everything.” She nodded to his office. “I thought about cleaning, but wanted to get your permission first.”

      Vince started to answer that of course that was fine, she was his new employee and that was part of the contract she’d wanted, but he paused long enough to send a sweeping glance around his office to check for anything important or sensitive that he might have left out. There wasn’t. He was usually pretty good about staying on top of all of his filing.

      In the end, he shrugged. “If you feel like cleaning, have at it. Just stay out of my desk drawers and the filing cabinets.”

      Bella placed a hand over her heart—or rather, where her heart used to be. “I’m not a snoop. Never have been, in all the years I’ve cleaned for people.”

      “If you work for me long enough, we might have to change that.” Vince offered her a smile, which she returned, albeit tentatively. “I am a Finder, after all.”

      He then headed for the door. “I’ll try to be back as soon as possible. Don’t let anybody in the office.”

      “You got it, Boss.” Bella gave him an exaggerated salute.

      Vince paused, his hand on the door panel. Boss. He shook his head. “That’s going to take some getting used to.”
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      Reilynn Café was located a couple of blocks up from Vince’s office. In order to make Zyga Station seem a little less like the giant honeycomb of metal corridors and compartments than it actually was, its engineers had done their best to give each Zone a few touches that made people think of planet-side life. One of these touches was that certain corridors formed broader thoroughfares with compartments stacked three or four levels high facing them on either side. Other corridors ran through them crossways, forming what amounted to ‘blocks’.

      Because it was still a space station, the effect still looked like a warren, but Vince had to admit it was certainly reminiscent of heavily populated areas of cities he’d seen back on Earth. Colorful flags and cloths decorated the fronts of some compartments, while others featured bright, flashing holoscreens. Sound dampeners had been built into some of the bulkheads throughout Zyga Station, but the combination of metal, enclosed spaces, and several million people still made for a lot of noise.

      Vince was used to the ever-present noise. Even in the night cycle, Zyga Station never truly slept. There might be fewer people out and about, but the Station itself provided a low, constant background hum. He hoped nothing ever interrupted that hum.

      Silence would be truly terrifying.

      Silence would mean that the worst had happened and Zyga Station had lost power. Silence meant no engine and no life support systems.
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