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      The lights died in Finder Vince Grable’s small office right in the middle of a conversation he was having with an increasingly hysterical middle-aged woman about a missing family heirloom. Conversations like this weren’t unusual. Vince’s job was to find missing people and things and he was pretty good at it.

      The power cutting out on Zyga Space Station, on the other hand? That was unusual.

      Seated in his comfortable desk chair behind his jade green desk, Vince froze, wide-eyed, in the sudden blackness. His personal office airscrubber died mid-cycle, leaving an awful silence in its wake.

      His client, Mrs. Kawana, cut herself off mid-sentence.

      At her desk two meters away, Vince’s dark-haired assistant Bella Escovedo also froze, but unlike Vince, Bella could see in the dark. Being a human mind stuck in an android body had its upsides.

      For one heart-stopping moment, Vince felt gravity lose its hold on him. He was weightless; his slightly stocky, average-height body no longer confined to his chair. He swallowed. The sound seemed too loud in his suddenly tomb-like office.

      The dark silence was complete, pressing in around him like some giant living being attempting to swallow him whole. The only difference was that the crushing vacuum of open space hadn’t killed him.

      Vince took a breath that still smelled faintly of Bella’s floral perfume and strained his ears, trying to determine if even the ever-present thrum of the space station’s engines had ceased. In the more than ten years he’d lived aboard Zyga Space Station, he had never ever experienced a power disruption.

      Just then, the Station’s emergency backup system kicked in and gravity reasserted its hold. Vince’s rear end thumped back into his chair. The furniture in his office made muffled thuds as everything fell a centimeter or two to the floor. Something ceramic made an awful cracking sound and the scene of fresh aloe vera filled the office.

      At the same time, tiny red emergency lights flared to life along the edges of the beige carpet covering the deck. They cast an eerie red glow over everything, lending a perspective to his office Vince could honestly say he’d never seen before. At the same time, the two massive holoscreens he’d hung on opposite walls to keep his small office from seeming claustrophobic switched back on, displaying an emergency message Vince had never seen before.

      He glanced to his right at the large glass window that separated his office from the enclosed boulevard outside. Lines of red lights appeared along either side of the boulevard. Dark shadows made the lights blip in and out as the pedestrians who had been traveling along the boulevard scattered in a panic. It looked like the power had gone out in most—if not all—of Level 7.

      Still clutching his comlink to his ear, the Finder then glanced over at Bella. His assistant stared back at him, her almond-shaped eyes wide with shock. Half of her ivory, heart-shaped face was splashed red, and the other half lay in shadow. It was an odd effect; it looked like half of her black hair and blunt-cut bangs had disappeared.

      In her dark eyes, however, he saw reflected the same question running through his mind: what in the galaxy had happened?

      Vince planted his feet flat on the deck and prepared to launch himself to his feet, but at that moment his client got over her shock and started shrieking hysterically into his ear. Wincing, Vince yanked his comlink away from his ear and held it out in front of him. The red glow from the emergency lights looked strange against the darkness of his skin. Dimly, he wondered if the red light made his black goatee and curly, close-shorn black hair look as strange as Bella’s.

      He didn’t have time to think about that now, though. He finally stood up, unconsciously holding onto the edge of his desk as though he expected the grav generator to go on the fritz again.

      Although, really, he thought in bemusement, the desk isn’t likely to help me much. It’s not like it’s bolted to the deck.

      His shock passed, and Vince started processing everything. Mrs. Kawana was still shrieking hysterically. She lived on Level 8 in Zone 2, so this power outage, whatever it was, was affecting at least two of Zyga Space Station’s five spoke-like Zones.

      That…was not good. Particularly since Zone 2 housed the Station’s agricultural department.

      “Mrs. Kawana, please.” Vince kept his deep voice as calming as he could. “Breathe. Just breathe. It’s going to be okay.”

      It took a moment before the woman could speak coherently—and not in an ear-shattering pitch. “What is going on? Why is the power out?”

      “Are the emergency lights on where you are?”

      Instead of reassuring his client, this only set her off again. “Of course the emergency lights are on! They’re supposed to be on when something like this happens! But why is this happening? What is going on?” She barely seemed to be even drawing breath.

      A soft snicker drew Vince’s attention sideways, just in time to see Bella clap a hand over her mouth. Her long fingernails glinted reddish-silver in the emergency lights. She raised expressive eyebrows at Vince as though to say, Is she for real?

      Vince rolled his eyes. Mrs. Kawana’s stream of borderline hysterical comments and questions continued. He opened his mouth, preparing to find a good spot to cut in and take control of the conversation again, but at that moment the glow panels in the overhead flickered back to life.

      Blinking in the sudden wash of warm golden light, Vince focused his attention on the deck beneath his feet. Even through the beige carpet, he thought he felt the faint vibration that signaled the Station’s engines were functioning properly.

      It could have been his imagination. He wasn’t completely sure you could even feel that vibration out in the Zones, away from the Core, the center of the space station.

      Mrs. Kawana drew in a sharp, sudden breath—and Vince knew the power was back on in Zone 2 as well. Crisis averted.

      At least temporarily.

      “The power—it’s back!” she cried exuberantly. “I—”

      “Mrs. Kawana,” Vince cut across her.  “I’m glad you’re all right. Thank you for all the information you’ve given me. I will keep you posted on my investigation. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have other clients to attend to.”

      The Finder barely gave her time to stutter some sort of acquiescence before he ended the transmission. He then dropped his comlink on the jade green surface of his desk and turned to his assistant.

      Bella sat at her desk, one hand still flattened on its matching green surface as though she thought she could somehow hold it down by sheer force. She looked as unnerved as Vince felt.

      If she’d still been human, he was sure she’d be breathing heavily, one hand pressed to her chest. But Bella wasn’t strictly human anymore, and so little things like unconscious physiological responses no longer applied to her.

      “What was that?” she asked, her voice higher-pitched than usual.

      Vince suppressed a wince. Okay, make that most unconscious physiological responses. He’d once seen Bella literally shatter glass with her voice; they didn’t need a repeat.

      Bella shook her head, the movement making her long, shiny black hair glint under the light from the glowpanel. “I’ve lived here my entire life and I’ve never seen the Station lose power before.”

      “Never?” Vince stared at her, his mind working furiously. He’d only been here a little over a decade. “Ever?”

      “No.” Bella shook her head again, a little too enthusiastically. For somebody who’d been transported into an android shell against her will, she had handled the transition fairly well, but there were still moments when her lack of full control showed. “Not in my lifetime.”

      Well, that was interesting. Vince blew out a considering breath, his client and her missing heirloom temporarily forgotten. “Then you know the media will be all over this.”

      He kept abreast of Zyga Station News, but he didn’t often watch the news feed. The official narrative was helpful, but there were many times he needed information from people in parts of Zyga Space Station the media would never cover.

      Rubbing his goatee, which was bristling, Vince wondered what category this power outage would fall under. He turned to one of the holoscreens mounted on the wall to his left.

      Only one way to find out.
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      Vince usually set both of his holoscreens to cycle through stunning planetary or space holos when he wasn’t watching anything or using them as giant secondary screens. The one on the wall to his right currently displayed a gorgeous view of sunlight glinting off a lake at sunset with blue-gray mountains in the distance, while the other displayed an incredible shot of a pink, purple, and blue nebula from somewhere on the other side of the galaxy.

      Swiping his palm over the right-hand corner of his jade green desk, Vince triggered a pop-up holographic panel and touched a translucent silvery button. The nebula on the holoscreen to his left dissolved into the round, dark-skinned face of one of the Station’s most popular newscasters.

      “…reporting live from Zone 5, we have Zach Melawi.” Marissa Nedo’s melodic voice and stunning smile were famous all over Zyga Station, but the newscaster wasn’t smiling now. She looked somber.

      The screen split to show Nedo on one side and a young man with light tan skin and stylish dark hair on the other, standing in front of a string of shops and eateries Vince recognized as being somewhere around Level 6. Not the ritzy upper-class Levels 1 and 2, but definitely above the lower levels.

      Melawi nodded solemnly to the cam. “I’m here in Level 6, where celebration of a local bakery’s twenty-fifth year in operation was interrupted by a power outage that lasted approximately four and a half minutes.”

      Four and a half minutes? Vince made a soft sound in the back of his throat as he rested a hip against the edge of his desk. It had felt like much longer.

      Maybe that was because he knew too much about what would happen to people aboard Zyga Space Station if the power died permanently. He’d grown up on a planet; you didn’t have to worry about losing oxygen on most worlds. Depending on where you were, you could maybe freeze to death, but outside of drowning or being in a fire, lack of breathable air wasn’t typically a problem.

      “Is everyone all right?” Need asked, looking concerned.

      Melawi nodded again. “Some residents are pretty shaken up, but as far as we can tell, everybody is okay.” He motioned to the shops and eateries behind him. “As you can see, the power is back on.” He did a good job of keeping his expression only pleasantly concerned, but he couldn’t quite hide the fear in his brown eyes.

      On a space station orbiting a gas giant, one of the last things anybody wanted was a power outage.

      “That’s a good thing,” Nedo said.

      Vince snorted, before exchanging a disbelieving look with Bella. “That has to be the understatement of the decade.”

      His assistant nodded silently from her chair behind her desk.

      “Today’s celebration will continue,” Melawi continued earnestly, “but residents of Zone 5 want answers. Why did this happen? And, more importantly, how can we keep this from happening again?”

      Nedo smiled slightly. “I think I speak for everyone on Zyga Space Station when I say we would all like those answers. Thank you, Zach.”

      Melawi nodded solemnly, and then his feed vanished.

      Nedo then faced the cam. “In addition to Zone 5,” she said briskly, “Zone 2 also temporarily lost power. We have footage from the captain of the Elantris, a freighter en route to dock in Zone 2.”

      Her face disappeared, to be replaced by a vid feed from the approaching freighter. As seen from space, Zyga Space Station resembled a giant wheel, with five spokes connected to a large outer ring and a smaller ring just outside a spherical center known as the Core. The outer ring, known as the Rim, held the ritziest, most expensive living quarters on the Station, while the inner ring, called the Hub, provided the best Zone-to-Zone access. The Core held the Station’s massive engine and life support complex, along with what had become living quarters for the Station’s detritus.

      Two of those spoke-like Zones were black splotches against the deeper blackness of space, while the rest of the Station remained aglow with golden light.

      It was the eeriest footage Vince had ever seen—the more so because he knew he’d been right in the middle of one of those black splotches.

      “…Zyga Station’s Council Chairman issued a brief statement assuring everyone there is nothing to worry about and that the Council and Station Authority are looking into the power loss.” Nedo smiled reassuringly at the cam. “In the meantime, Station Authority urges everyone to stay calm and continue as normal. We will continue to keep you updated on this breaking story as it—”

      Vince tapped the holographic button on the corner of his desk, shutting the holoscreen off. He hadn’t expected much in the way of real information, but he couldn’t help the ever-present hope of that possibility. Not today, apparently.

      “‘Nothing to worry about’,” Bella echoed, her tone sarcastic. “Of course not. We’re only talking about a power outage on a space station in the middle of, you know, space.”

      Vince shook his head. “I wouldn’t want to be on the Council or in Station Authority right now.”

      “I wonder what happened.” Frowning, Bella tapped her full red lips with one finger. She leaned back in her ergonomic desk chair, which matched Vince’s, even though she didn’t have to ever worry about things like carpal tunnel or neck strain again. “Do you think it’ll happen again?”

      Vince glanced at her. He was sure that same thought was currently running through everyone’s mind. “No telling.”

      His pulse had settled back into something approaching normal now that the Station was functioning like it was supposed to. “The real question is whether or not Station Authority will actually tell the rest of us what actually happened.”

      Bella bolted upright in her chair, her dark eyes wide again. “I know there’s a lot of corruption aboard Zyga Station and all, but surely they wouldn’t actually try to keep us in the dark about this?” She made a slightly exaggerated face at her accidental pun.

      “Depends on what ‘this’ is.” Vince lifted one shoulder in a shrug. “And what’s at stake.”

      He’d lost any illusions he might have had about the people in power here doing the right thing simply because it was the right thing a long time ago. But, in that, they weren’t any different from the people in power anywhere else he’d ever been.

      And Vince liked living aboard Zyga Space Station. Even with its problems, he’d rather live here than anywhere else in the galaxy.

      The implications of a recurring power outage, however…

      The Finder gave himself a mental shake. No point worrying about that now. Zyga Station had better minds than his to put to work on that particular problem.

      Setting the mystery of what had caused the power outage aside, Vince turned to survey the damage in his office. Since the Station’s inertia dampener and grav generator had only quit working for a few seconds before the emergency backup system kicked in, his furniture hadn’t had much chance to migrate. His desk and the two brown armchairs in front of it had only moved a few centimeters.

      The matching brown couch on the wall perpendicular to the front door had fared about the same, as had Bella’s desk and the jade green credenza on the back wall facing the front door. The drink-maker on top of it had, surprisingly, landed without tipping over, but Vince’s basket of different teas had fallen over, spilling teabags across the surface of the credenza.

      The scent of aloe vera permeating the office told Vince that his potted plant on a tiny glass stand between the couch and the concealed door that led up to his apartment above the office had not fared as well. He glanced at it and frowned. The pot had drifted just enough in those few seconds that only part of it had caught the shelf when gravity returned. The plant had crashed to the floor, the source of the loud crack they’d heard.

      Still frowning, Vince crossed to the glass stand and straightened it before he picked up his plant and gave it a critical once-over. Several of its broad dark green leaves were bent and broken, but apart from that it seemed to be all right. The glossy red pot was intact, despite the horrible sound it had made. Shaking his head in small amazement, Vince set the plant back on the glass stand.

      He liked having a plant in his office, and this one had the added benefit of occasionally being useful beyond producing oxygen. Zyga Station encouraged its citizens to buy plants and take care of them, but only certain kinds of decorative plants were allowed. Just about anything that required pollination was not allowed to leave the Restricted Agricultural area of Zone 2. Responsibility for the potted trees, bushes, and other plants spread throughout the Station fell to Maintenance.

      Just before Vince turned back to Bella, his eyes caught on the door leading up to his apartment. Only then did it occur to him that there might be a be a few things out of place up there as well. He gave a mental shrug. He could deal with the mess later. It wouldn’t be anything major.

      At that moment, his comlink vibrated with an incoming call.

      Hope this isn’t Mrs. Kawana again, Vince thought as he strode back across the small office and swiped his comlink off his desk. He didn’t recognize the comm number, but then, most of the calls he received on a regular basis were from complete strangers looking to hire someone to Find people or things for them.

      He’d barely said hello before a familiar gruff voice said, “Grable, this is Detective Ron Commosky. We need to talk.”
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      Vince went very still, his dark eyes narrowing. There were only a couple of reasons that he could think of why this particular detective from Zone 3’s Station Authority Precinct 1 would be calling him—and none of them were good.

      “Commosky.” He risked a quick glance at his comlink display. “Looks like you’re not calling from an official comlink, so talk away.”

      “Not now. Later.”

      Vince inhaled through his nose, barely registering the smell of aloe vera still filling the office. He took exception to the peremptory way Commosky treated people sometimes. “Detective, you’re not the only one around here who—”

      “It’s important, Grable.” Commosky hesitated, then said grudgingly, “It’s in regards to our last case.”

      A sharp jolt of adrenaline spiked in Vince. He perked up, instantly alert. The last case they’d both worked had involved murder—something Vince didn’t often handle, as he preferred less violent cases.

      It had also involved a classified investigation Commosky had been leading for months.

      Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Bella straighten in her seat behind her desk, looking interested. Her hearing was spectacular.

      “Oh, really?” Vince narrowed his eyes to slits, staring at his old brown couch without really seeing it. He chose his next words carefully—if Commosky was being cagey, there was probably a good reason. “I was under the impression that particular case had been closed.”

      “You’d think so,” Commosky said cryptically. “Tonight, Grable. I’ll send you the time and location.”

      The detective ended the transmission before the Finder could respond.

      Two seconds later, Vince’s comlink vibrated with an encrypted text. Commosky wanted to him to show up at a little fish and chip shop in Zone 3 on Level 8 at 8:30pm—and he wanted Vince to make sure he wasn’t followed.

      Vince was not surprised that Commosky wanted him to come all the way to Zone 3 instead of coming to Zone 5 himself, or even meeting him halfway.

      He was also not surprised at all when the text self-destructed.

      “He’s not paranoid at all,” he said wryly, holding the comlink up for Bella to see.

      For her part, Bella looked confused. She canted her head to one side. “Didn’t your last case together involve finding out who killed Dent Antwerp?”

      “Yes.”

      “And wasn’t our client innocent?”

      “Yes.”

      She spread her hands. “So what does he want?”

      “Not sure.” Vince slid his comlink into his pocket and returned to the other side of the room to straighten the basket of tea that had fallen over on the credenza. “I have an idea, though.”

      A few heartbeats of silence filled the office, and then Bella said flatly, “The Ruby Gauntlet.”

      If it wasn’t such a sobering thought, Vince would have smiled with pride. She really was an excellent assistant.

      He set about brewing himself a cup of green tea, but nodded grimly over his shoulder. “That’s what I’m thinking.”

      Dead silence flooded the office again as Bella absorbed this.

      The Ruby Gauntlet was a nightclub inside the virtual world of Everheart, one of the most popular multiplayer games aboard Zyga Space Station—a nightclub with an elite, illegal gambling club hidden inside. Gambling was illegal on Zyga Station unless it took place at one of the few casinos and online venues authorized to operate aboard the Station.

      Technically, everybody paid a cut to Station Authority and Zyga Station’s governing body for the privilege of being open. The two Families that controlled the Core each owned—or at the very least owned a vested interest in—one of the physical casinos. Given that their influence stretched throughout the entire Station like dark, poisonous vines, they probably also had ties to several of the online operations, though one of those was owned by a wealthy playboy who lived on the Rim and had nothing else to do with his life.

      The Ruby Gauntlet, however, had neatly bypassed Station Authority and kept all the profit for themselves. They’d gotten away with it for more than a year, until they grew too popular to stay under the radar any longer. Starlit and Lumen, the nightclub’s mysterious owners, had been buying up property all over the Station from people who’d gotten in too deep.

      And then they’d branched into murder.

      Usually, gambling sharks kept their victims alive, so they could squeeze every last drop of blood out of them, but the Ruby Gauntlet’s owners took things to a new level. If they believed someone truly couldn’t pay…they killed that person and then went after family and friends for the rest of the money they were owed. It was a truly insidious operation.

      Dent Antwerp had been one of those people. He’d also been one of Detective Commosky’s best informants on what happened in the club. When he was murdered, the detective had thought he had his chance to pin the Ruby Gauntlet’s owners to the bulkhead.

      Things hadn’t quite worked out that way, but at least the real murderer had been caught.

      Vince had helped with that investigation, because the alternative was that his client, Corwin Antwerp, ended up convicted of murdering his brother.

      And, in the process, Vince had given Commosky more leads and evidence and wished him luck in hunting the owners down.

      Those leads had apparently had hit a dead end of some kind, given that Commosky, with all of his Station Authority resources, was turning to Vince for help again.

      “Things got a little hairy at the end of that case,” Bella said wryly. “I hope this doesn’t end up with us getting stuffed into shipping containers again.”

      A memory of waking up in darkness and realizing he was trapped in a narrow box returned to Vince in a flash. He banished the memory, a fine shudder working its way down his spine. “You and me both. That is not an adventure I’d like to repeat any time soon.”

      Blowing on his fragrant tea to cool it, the Finder carried his mug back to his desk and resumed his seat. The desk, he realized suddenly, was a little more off-kilter than he’d thought, but he didn’t feel like righting it this moment. His mind flooded with thoughts of the Ruby Gauntlet.

      Starlit and Lumen might not have been responsible for Dent’s murder, but they were probably responsible for other deaths. Vince and Bella had turned up a trail of bodies during the course of their investigation, and Commosky was digging into them.

      “Do you think he’s stuck?” Bella leaned forward to prop her elbows on her desk. “Or do you think he’s found something new and he needs your help to investigate it?”

      “My gut says he’s stuck.” Vince glanced down at his mug, watching steam rise in swirls. “He wants something, though. That’s for sure.”

      “Well, that’s obvious.” Bella waved a hand. “You’d think he’d have the decency to pick something in Zone 5 though, instead of making you trek all the way to him.”

      She’d picked up on that too. Vince nodded slowly, considering. Commosky was a good detective, and as far as Station Authority officers went, someone he, Vince, trusted. Mostly. But the man had a hard shell, and he had that proud streak Vince had encountered in other Station Authority officers that was often hard to work around.

      A human being simply couldn’t be right all the time. It wasn’t possible, mathematically speaking or otherwise.

      “I do have to admire his tenacity.” Vince shook his head. “He knows there’s a deeper mystery—a bigger crime involved—and he’s not about to let a few setbacks stop him.”

      Bella huffed. “Well, I’m in as long as we don’t get kidnapped and almost shipped off-station again.”

      It was easier to smile about that now than it had been a few weeks earlier, even if the memories weren’t great. Taking another sip of his tea, Vince tried to shift his mind back to his own caseload. Now that the excitement of the power outage was over, he needed to start investigating Mrs. Kawana’s missing sculpture.

      Commosky and the Ruby Gauntlet would have to wait until later.

      His goatee bristled, but Vince ignored it—or tried to. He had work to do. Paying work.

      He swiveled his chair to face his computer terminal on one side of the desk. No point in letting his mind get all wrapped up in a case that wouldn’t earn him a single credit.

      Liar, whispered a small voice in the back of his mind. You didn’t get into the Finding business because of money. You did it because you like unraveling mysteries and solving puzzles.

      And without a doubt, the Ruby Gauntlet was both of those things.

      Vince suppressed sigh, irritated with himself and with Commosky. His gaze strayed to the cool blue numbers floating in the corner of his computer display. It was going to be a long day.

      8:30 pm couldn’t come soon enough.
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      At a quarter to eight, Vince pulled a little green plastic tub from a desk drawer. A strong smell of eucalyptus and a jumbo of other earthy scents wafted up to greet him as he opened it and dipped a fingertip into the pale cream inside. He dabbed a bit behind his ears and under his nose, and then replaced the little tub of magic salve in his desk drawer.

      He wrinkled his nose, resisting the urge to sneeze. From past experience, he knew in a few minutes he wouldn’t even notice the eucalyptus any more. The important thing was that for the next eight hours, the salve would banish that ever-present tickle in the back of his throat he always experienced any time he left his extra-scrubbed air.

      Vince shook his head. He’d lived aboard Zyga Space Station for more than a decade, and he had yet to figure out what exactly in the filtered air irritated his throat. Magic salve indeed.

      From her desk, Bella offered him an encouraging smile. “I’m glad that stuff works for you, Boss.”

      The salve had been a gift from her during the Antwerp case, and while Vince had initially been leery, he’d soon wholeheartedly embraced it.

      “Me too.” He rose to his feet and headed for the front door. Time to go.

      He paused with his hand on the door panel. “I’d tell you not to wait up, but I have a feeling it’ll fall on deaf ears.”

      “Completely.” Bella schooled her features into solemnity. “I’ll just shut my hearing off.” She tilted her head to one side. “I think I can do that.”

      Vince just shook his head. “You need a life outside of work, Bella.”

      “Hey.” She spread her hands. “I told you I’m working on that. I just really want to know what Commosky wants.”

      Their gazes met and held for a moment, and then Vince shook his head again. “If you weren’t the best assistant I’ve ever had…”

      “Aren’t I the only assistant you’ve ever had?” Bella asked cheerfully. She smiled at him, before waving her hands in a shooing gesture. “This ought to be good, Boss. Can’t wait to hear all about it.”

      Seconds later, Vince found himself standing outside his office, blinking in bemusement. He had the distinct sense that he’d been managed, somehow, but he couldn’t quite work out how Bella had done it. Ah, well.

      He gave a mental shrug. They could work on that later. For now…well, he really did want to know what Commosky wanted.

      The faint scent of eucalyptus gradually faded away as the Finder traded the confines of his office for the large, enclosed boulevard beyond. In the upper part of the Zones, the boulevards were big enough that it was easy to forget that they were completely enclosed. Shops, eateries, and offices mingled with apartment complexes. They reminded Vince of city streets back on the planet he’d once called home, but with a completely different flair.

      In the overhead, the glowpanels had dimmed to their night-cycle settings. Though still plenty of light to see by, they provided an illusion of a distinct difference between day and night in a place that could otherwise look the same all twenty-four hours. The architects behind Zyga Station’s construction had taken human beings’ circadian rhythms into account and had tried to create a system that was friendlier than a space station that never slept.

      Even though Zyga Space Station never did truly sleep. Vince half-smiled to himself, despite the edgy anticipation curling through him. Someone was always awake somewhere doing something.

      He took a deep breath of recycled air, smelling half a dozen different kinds of foods from the various eateries along this section of the boulevard. The Station’s airscrubbers worked hard, but at busy times like this, it took them a little longer to remove all traces of cooking food from the air.

      Vince set off toward the center of Level 7, blending in with the pedestrian traffic flowing up and down the gray metal sidewalk. As usual, he kept his expression pleasantly neutral, the sort of expression people registered as a non-threat and then promptly forgot. It was better that way; the last thing a Finder needed was to be memorable when he didn’t want to be memorable.

      The momentary terror and panic of the morning’s power loss seemed to have been forgotten. Vince passed families on their way home from a late dinner, couples out on dates, and maintenance and manufacturing workers either returning home from their shifts or just heading out. Zyga Space Station’s industrial and manufacturing efforts were all located in Zone 4, but not all of the workers lived in Zone 4.

      Egg-shaped silver pods belonging to the Station’s transportation system zipped up and down the center of the boulevard. Some headed straight, while others turned right or left when they reached the boulevards and corridors that intersected this one. In every Zone, each Level was laid out in blocks to facilitate movement and keep any one corridor or boulevard from becoming a bottleneck at certain times of the day.

      When he reached the end of this particular block, Vince raised a hand. One of the silver transport pods headed down the boulevard broke from the flow of traffic and glided to a halt in front of him. The door on the side closest to him popped open and he climbed inside.

      Some of Zyga Transport’s pods were cleaner than others. This was one of the less than fresh pods; Vince wrinkled his nose at the almost overpowering scent of air freshener overlaying stale sweat. The pod could comfortably seat four, but he was currently the only passenger. He preferred it that way.

      Leaning back against the dark green cushion, he told the pod’s onboard AI, “Elevator bank.”

      The transporter pod obligingly slipped back into traffic. Vince sent a cautious glance over his shoulder through the rear window, but nothing pinged his trained senses. So far, he didn’t think anyone was tailing him or otherwise seeming to take more interest in him than was warranted.

      Not that he was worried about being followed just yet.

      In fact, normally he wouldn’t worry about being followed at all when meeting with Commosky, but the detective’s message had been a good deal more furtive and cloak-and-dagger than usual. Something was going on, something big enough to put the generally unflappable Commosky on edge. Vince had already decided he would use caution in approaching the restaurant

      To that end, Vince pulled up a mental map of Zone 3 inside his head while his transporter pod carried him through Level 7 to the main elevator bank. He might not have been to Zone 3 in a couple of weeks, but he’d spent enough time roaming Zyga Space Station in his capacity as a Finder to have a good working map inside his head. Being familiar with many of the shortcuts and access tunnels and the little out-of-the-way nooks and crannies that existed on this space station came in handy when it came to locating people who had disappeared.

      Or for clandestine meetings with informants or Station Authority officers.
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      By the time the transport pod stopped at the elevator bank in the heart of Level 7, Vince had worked out a couple of different routes to take to the restaurant once he entered Zone 3, depending on circumstances. Returning his thoughts to the here and now, he pulled a prepaid credit chip not connected to his name from his pocket (his standard procedure for something like this) and swiped it through the chip reader mounted beside the door inside the transport pod. Then he exited onto the sidewalk beside the shiny silver turnstiles blocking access to the elevator bank.

      Vince looked up, his gaze catching as always on the massive, gleaming synthglass elevator bank, which stretched up to disappear beyond Level 7’s overhead. Translucent cabs floated up and down along its length; even at this hour, the Station was busy. Vince was sure the elevator banks in each of the Station’s other four Zones were equally busy.  Each elevator bank connected every level in a Zone, from the bottom all the way up to every ritzy Level 1.

      Stepping up to a turnstile, he swiped his credit chip again and passed through to join a queue waiting to head down to Zone 5’s lower levels. Casual chatter and the occasional burst of laughter punctuated the air. He scanned his waiting fellow citizens as he waited, seeing a few faces he recognized, though none of them noticed him.

      That was fine; he didn’t have time for chitchat right now.

      The queue moved quickly. In no time, Vince stepped into an elevator cab and obligingly moved aside to make room for a family of six—two parents and four elementary age children—who joined him. He listened with half an ear as the children gleefully—and loudly—recapped their evening to each other and their parents.

      The children were still laughing and chattering excitedly when the elevator cab stopped on Level 22 and Vince exited. Once he’d made it past the turnstile and out onto the main sidewalk, he flagged another transport pod.

      This one was a little cleaner than his last ride. Vince leaned back against the cushion, feeling marginally more comfortable, and told the pod’s AI, “The Hub.”

      Technically speaking, a transport pod could carry you anywhere on Zyga Station. Vince just preferred to make the trek from Zone to Zone through the Hub on foot. It satisfied the part of his brain that constantly assessed whether or not he was being tailed, or whether or not somebody was paying more attention to him than was warranted.

      Ten minutes later, the pod deposited him at his destination. Vince paid, mentally adding the fare to a running list he’d started for this evening, and exited the pod.

      He looked around at the Hub, his breath catching a little. No matter how many times he visited, he still found himself blown away by its beauty.

      Both the Rim and the Hub were circular rings that connected each of Zyga Station’s five Zones, but the Hub was much smaller, since it was so close to the Core at the heart of the space station.  Both rings had been designed with an eye to beauty, however. The Hub’s outer bulkhead was translucent, providing a jaw-dropping view of star-studded space and the distant glitter of the Rim beyond the edges of the Zones vanishing toward it. On the other side of the Hub, Vince knew, the swirling pink and orange mass of the gas giant Cartha was visible as well.

      He set off to the right, along a walkway covered in a colorful mosaic comprised of swirling patterns of blue, red, green, and gold. The walkway was wide enough for both pedestrian and transport pod traffic, and it was always busy, regardless of the time of day or night. Glossy silver benches had been set at regular intervals along the translucent bulkhead to allow people to spacewatch, and a few of them were occupied.

      The Hub might not be big enough to provide ritzy living quarters for the wealthy and well-connected like the Rim was, but it had two vital features the Rim lacked. One, it was the only way to get to the Core. Two, it provided the fastest Zone-to-Zone travel—the fact that it was so close to the Core meant that its synthglass and metal walkways were shorter.

      As Vince strode along the curved walkway that would eventually lead him to the entrance to Zone 3, he glanced to his left. From the Hub, the last fifty meters of Zone 5 narrowed into a giant utilitarian Gate that provided access to the Core. The Gate was open—in all the years Vince had lived here, he’d never seen one closed, even though access to the Core from each of the Zones could be regulated via giant emergency hatches.

      The Finder kept walking, feeling a weight lift that he hadn’t realized he was carrying. If he was honest with himself, part of him was glad he didn’t have to deal with the Core today. He didn’t feel like navigating tricky Family politics right now.

      The Bok Family and the Oswari Family shared control of the Core, though Station Authority ostensibly ruled the Station by way of the Council. In reality, however, the Families’ influence traveled out from the Core to infect the rest of Zyga Station like sticky tendrils of some poisonous vine. Vince had lost count of the number of cases he’d worked as a Finder aboard Zyga Station that had involved one of the Families, however slight the connection.

      After a few minutes’ brisk walking, he reached the entrance to Zone 3, where he flagged a third transport pod to take him to the main elevator bank. He then rode the elevator up to Level 8 and joined a trickle of pedestrians leaving the elevator bank there.

      Each of Zyga Space Station’s Zones had a few unique peculiarities that set them apart from each other.  Whether the Station’s architects had intended things to be this way or not, the Zones had developed decorative themes that ran through most, if not all, of their Levels. Some places aboard the Station were more utilitarian than others—this was especially true when it came to the living quarters in the Core—but most of the Station’s inhabitants tried to inject a little color and individuality into their home Zones.

      Nowhere was this more evident than in Zone 3, which handled all incoming and outgoing cargo space traffic (personal and business travel was all routed through Zone 1). To offset the otherwise gray and greasy docks, the rest of the Zone exhibited an exotic, colorful air that paid homage to its proximity to people from all over the galaxy. Flags, silhouettes of ships, and all sorts of mosaics and paintings that resembled colorful fabrics adorned the bulkheads throughout Zone 3’s corridors and compartments.

      Vince had always thought this was particularly fitting.

      Once he reached the gray metal sidewalk, the Finder strode leisurely along for a couple of blocks. He soaked in his surroundings, even as he kept an eye out for anyone following him. Bright flags and banners in every color imaginable lined both sides of the main boulevard here. More stretched across it from side to side, catching the light from the glowpanels in the overhead and creating colored patches on the deck.

      Despite the Station’s hardworking airscrubbers, a faint undertone of engine exhaust and lubricant always seemed to hang in the air throughout much of Zone 3. At the moment, however, it was overwhelmed by the smell of various kinds of foods—pepper, garlic, and the delicious scent of baking bread. Vince inhaled deeply, enjoying the fact that he could do so without having to cough.

      Smiling a little, he strolled onward. Strains of music from little restaurants dotting the boulevard and the occasional apartment lilted through the air, mixing with the chatter and shuffle of the people streaming up and down the metal sidewalks. Here too, silver transport pods glided back and forth in the center of the boulevard, the faint whooshing sound of their passage all but inaudible beneath the space station’s usual bustling noise.

      A sudden loud metallic clank carried across the boulevard. Vince wasn’t the only one who glanced sharply sideways to see what had made that sound. A couple of Station Maintenance in navy blue uniforms (working overtime, apparently) were carrying a length of pipe out of a shadowy narrow access tunnel that jutted off to the left between a small computer repair shop and a tea shop. They looked harassed.

      Vince wondered briefly if that pipe had anything to do with the power outage earlier, before he remembered that the power outage hadn’t affected Zone 3. That was only Zones 2 and 5, he chided himself.

      He used the loud noise as a distraction, however, and cut across the boulevard to the other side. Turning down the next block, he hailed yet another transport pod and directed it to take him two blocks from the restaurant where he was supposed to meet Commosky. But when the pod discharged him on the sidewalk, he proceeded to head in the direct opposite of where the detective sat waiting for him.

      After cutting down a corridor that lay between two sections of apartment complexes, Vince gradually wove his way back around through the narrower side corridors of Level 8 until he finally approached Wendall’s Fish ‘n Chips from the opposite side. He still had no reason to believe he was being followed, but he wasn’t taking any chances.

      Not if Commosky wanted to talk to him about their last case.
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      As Vince neared Wendall’s Fish ‘n Chips, the tantalizing smell of fried whitefish and potato chips—all grown on-Station in Zone 2—floated down the sidewalk to greet him. The aroma grew stronger with every step he took, making his mouth water and his stomach start growling. He was ready for dinner—he’d deliberately held off until now.
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