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      His tea was getting cold. Mint tea today, with a dollop of honey. Honey was one of the few luxuries Finder Vince Grable kept on hand no matter how tight his budget was on any given occasion. Thick and sweet, a little bit of honey in his tea always helped soothe his throat after he’d spent hours roaming the corridors outside of the small compartment he called his office on Zyga Space Station.

      His private airscrubber kicked on with a faint hum, the only audible sound in his office save for the even fainter ever-present hum that permeated the entire space station. With over two million people aboard, Zyga Station had its own airscrubbers to clean the air recycled through its system, of course, but even after ten years Vince had never fully adjusted to the climate. Something in the air still bothered him.

      So far, he hadn’t been able to pinpoint what it was, but honey helped.

      You wouldn’t think you could find local honey on a space station, but Vince had. A few families in Zone 2, home of Zyga Station’s Agricultural Department, kept honeybees to help pollinate crops and sold the honey they produced. Station Authorities monitored them closely. Bees were still the best way to pollinate, but the last thing Station Authority wanted was for insects to escape Zone 2 and infest the rest of the space station.

      Vince was more than happy to help keep the beekeepers in business.

      Reaching blindly for his nearly forgotten tea, Vince took a swig. He barely tasted it. His attention was firmly fixed on the unopened bottle of twenty-year old single malt sitting in the center of his jade green desk. He regarded it with a dubious frown, like it was a bomb poised to explode at any second and splatter the pearly gray walls of his small office with liquor and shards of glass.

      Setting his teacup down, Vince leaned forward in his comfortable brown office chair, propped his elbows on the desk, and continued to frown at the Scotch. The dusty bottle of amber liquid might hold the solution to his current dilemma—but that answer wouldn’t be found at the bottom of a glass.

      At least not his glass.

      His frown deepened. The Scotch had been a gift from a particularly grateful client two years earlier, a client who thought that all Finders drank and had never bothered to inquire if Vince fit that stereotype.

      He didn’t.

      Besides the fact that alcohol always gave him a headache, Vince thought it tasted like turpentine straight up, and if you had to mix it with something else to get past the taste, what was the point? He’d accepted the gift all the same, however, partly because it was bad form to refuse a legal gift from a grateful client (illegal gifts fell into another category entirely) and partly because on Zyga Station, something like this could come in quite handy in the future.

      That future had apparently arrived.

      Life on Zyga Station tended to fall into two main categories. You were either rich enough to coast along without anything bothering you …or else you had to scramble on a day-to-day basis to keep your head above the proverbial water.

      Vince had never been fortunate enough to belong to the first category, but he had made enough in his time on the Station that he hadn’t had to worry too much about whether or not he’d be able to afford his office and the tiny living compartment above it he called home. And while there had been natural ups and downs in his income over the past decade, he’d never had a dry spell that had lasted quite as long as this one. He needed some cash soon, or else he’d have to break into the assets he’d managed to scrape together.

      Hence his dilemma. The bottle of Scotch would fetch him a pretty good price on the Station’s black market …but he’d have to sell it on the black market to get those credits. And if whatever fence he found got caught selling alcohol without a license and it was traced back to Vince, he could lose his Finder’s license. If he lost that, well…

      The cold vacuum of space was kinder than Zyga Station’s job market right now.

      Shutting his eyes, Vince dropped his arms and let his forehead thunk against the cold surface of his jade green desk. Though manufactured from recycled materials like just about everything else that could be bought affordably on the Station, it was surprisingly sturdy. A matching filing cabinet—it was curiosity of his business that he still occasionally required hard copies of certain files—ran the length of the pearly gray wall behind him, while two narrow brown armchairs for clients faced him across the desk.

      A large aloe plant in a dark red pot occupied a tiny glass 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. A long jade green sideboard stood along the wall opposite the front door. It held equipment and odds and ends, and his small drink machine sat on top with a basket of assorted teas.

      This place was his and his alone. His business, his quarters, his life on a massive space station a lifetime away from Earth.

      And at thirty-two, Vince was one of the younger Finders aboard the Station. He was average height, a little on the stocky side, with short, curly hair and a black goatee a few shades darker than the rest of him. He had a knack for asking the right questions at the right moments—or the wrong moments, depending on how you looked at it—and putting pieces to puzzles together. Not to mention he was one of the few Finders willing to trade the environs of his office for the crowded, dirty, seedy levels surrounding Zyga Station’s Core, where the people he was hired to find tended to migrate.

      That was all right. It meant he got more clients. Especially since the bulk of a Finder’s work these days was tracking down gamers who’d lost touch with reality and disappeared with other people’s money to pay for their addiction.

      Drugs and gambling were ever-present, but gaming? Gaming had created an entirely new form of addiction. The gamers he was hired to find usually ended up in the Core because they no longer cared about anything in the world outside their heads.

      Some days, Vince couldn’t blame them. Life wasn’t easy; there were times he found the idea of living in an alternate reality quite appealing. Trouble was, he was too practical for that. No matter how much he enjoyed losing himself in a vid or a game, in the back of his mind he could never forget it was fake.

      And while he sometimes hated making money off of other people’s pain, locating gaming addicts paid most of his bills.

      At least until recently.

      Things had apparently calmed down on that front and Vince wasn’t quite sure what to make of it. If there was one thing he’d been able to count on over the past couple of years, it was addicts acting like addicts.

      Sighing, he sat up and opened his eyes. He gave the offending Scotch bottle one last frown before picking it up and swiveling in his chair to return it to its home in one of his cabinet drawers. The glass was cold to the touch. He’d figure something else out—something that hopefully didn’t involve breaking the law.

      Taking another swig of his now-cold tea, Vince swiped his palm over the right-hand corner of his desk, triggering a pop-up holographic panel. He touched a button and the display of the skyline of a gleaming metropolis on massive holoscreen on the wall to his left dissolved into the face of one of the Station’s most popular newscasters. Vince had two of these holoscreens; the other adorned the opposite side of his office, currently set to display a stunning view of a desert canyon at sunset on Earth. They hadn’t come cheap, but he’d gotten a fantastic deal on them a while back, when he was still fairly flush with credits and could use them as a tax write-off. The two holoscreens kept his small office from feeling too claustrophobic.

      Usually, he kept soft, soulful jazz playing in the background, but his thoughts had been too jumbled and dour for him to stand anything but silence. Now, however, he figured he might as well see what Zyga Station’s media had to say. At the very least, it might provide a little distraction.

      The newscaster, a dark-skinned, dark-eyed woman with a round face, a melodic voice, and a stunning smile, was halfway through the late evening news update. Vince wasn’t expecting to hear anything spectacular. Lately, the biggest controversy circulating throughout Zyga Station was Station Authority’s crackdown on imports—namely, anything that had to do with the gaming industry. Not only were hardware shipments under close scrutiny, but they’d made it increasingly difficult to access ‘Net stores to license the games themselves—and they were making a big deal about raiding local game designers’ offices.

      As usual, the various segments of Zyga Station’s populace were reacting with varying degrees of shock, horror, indignation, and approval.

      Personally, Vince didn’t see how making life harder for legal gamers was going to fix the problem. Just like anything else currently illegal aboard the Station—certain kinds of drugs, prostitution, slavery—people found a way to get what they wanted when they wanted it. High-tech game rigs and the latest, greatest immersive gaming experiences were no exception.

      Zyga Station’s black market had been growing steadily in the last five years, but Vince had watched it explode over the past few months. The big companies around the galaxy that sold gaming rigs outsourced production to worlds with fewer restrictions, and then people smuggled everything into high-restriction zones like this one.

      And as far as the games themselves? Zyga Station’s media portrayed homegrown game designers and innovators as pale-faced nerds with hollow eyes, hunched over computer terminals in dingy little compartments in the Core, always ready to pick up and flee at a moment’s notice.

      Vince knew differently. Some of those game designers lived in plush suites on the Station’s Rim. There was a freighterload of money to be made, and the smart ones knew how to work without getting caught breaking the rules.

      And they knew who to pay off in Station Authority. That was important too.

      The gentle trill of his door chime yanked him from his dour thoughts. Vince’s head snapped up, a combination of hope and interest filling his dark eyes. He didn’t exactly keep regular business hours, but his clients didn’t exactly keep regular business hours either. And aside from being tight for cash, he’d been incredibly bored the past three months. He needed something to do. Maybe this would be it.

      Triggering the popup panel on the corner of his desk again, Vince pulled up the vid feed from the tiny cam mounted over his door. His eyebrows shot up in appreciation. His potential client was a young woman —at first glance easily one of the most beautiful women he’d ever seen. She had high cheekbones and a pert nose, full red lips, and almond eyes set in an ivory, heart-shaped face. Blunt-cut black bangs swept over her forehead, and a swath of straight, glossy hair fell to her elbows.

      Elbows that were currently hidden inside the too-large men’s black trench coat she clutched around her slim frame. Vince frowned. Odd, that. As he watched, the woman cast a nervous look over her shoulder before adjusting her grip on the front of the trench coat and pressing his door buzzer again.

      As the answering trill sounded through his office, Vince cut the vid feed and rose to his feet. Rounding his desk, he strode across the carpet to his door. He could only hope this woman wasn’t interested in following a cheating significant other—he wasn’t that kind of Finder.

      On the other hand…he was bored. And strapped for credits.

      Vince opened the door.

      The cooler air of Level 7 immediately rushed into his office, bringing with it the smell of fried dumplings from the tiny eatery eight compartments over and the boisterous sounds of the Station’s evening nightlife. Noisy pedestrians flowed up and down both sides of what passed as the ‘street’, while the small silver pods of the Station’s transportation system glided past in the center. No one seemed to care that a woman in a black trench coat and glossy black stiletto boots stood on his doorstep.

      Vince assimilated all of that in a split-second before focusing on the woman. Even without heels, she was a little taller than he was, and definitely slim.

      “Hi,” she said, before he could speak. Her voice was high and melodic. “Are you Vince Grable? The Finder?”

      “I am.”

      “Oh, good.” Her shoulders slumped dramatically. “I was afraid I was in the wrong place.” She glanced nervously over her shoulder again. “May I come in? It’s really important.”

      “Certainly.” Vince stepped aside, waving a hand for her to enter.

      The woman took one step, tripped over the threshold, and fell flat on her face. “Oh, crap,” she grumbled into the gray carpet. “Not again.”

      Vince’s eyebrows rose again as he looked down at her sprawled form. “Are you all right?”

      She blew a long-suffering sigh into the carpet. “I’m fine.”

      Vince offered her a hand, which she accepted, and pulled her to her feet. Her pale fingers stood out in stark contrast to the rich, deep brown of his skin, and her nails were long, pointed, and sparkled silver. When she let go, Vince discreetly attempted to shake the feeling back into his hand. He hadn’t encountered a grip like that in a long time.

      The woman brushed long black hair out of her face—grimacing as a few strands stuck to her full red lips—and clutched the front of her trench coat again. Her lovely mouth pursed into an apologetic frown. “I’m awfully sorry to barge in on you this late, but I need help.”

      Vince palmed the door panel to shut his office door and gestured toward the brown armchairs. “Please, have a seat.”

      The woman tripped again as she crossed the office. She would have fallen, if Vince hadn’t lunged forward just in time and grabbed her arm, steadying her. She smelled of expensive perfume and a strange underlying plastic odor he couldn’t place.

      “Thanks,” she said breathlessly, her pale cheeks flushing slightly as he settled her safely into an armchair. “I’m so sorry.”

      Vince rounded his desk to drop into his own chair, eyeing her with a mixture of amazement, curiosity, and vague apprehension. He would have blamed her klutziness on those ridiculous boots she was wearing, but there was a strange awkwardness about the way she moved.

      He leaned forward in his chair. “How can I help you, Miss…?”

      “Bella.” The woman clasped her hands together hard enough that Vince thought he heard her joints crack. “My name is Bella Martínez.”

      The name did not match her face, but Vince didn’t let that faze him. It wouldn’t be the first time a client had given him an alias. He motioned for her to continue.

      Bella took a deep breath. “I need you to help me find my body.”
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      Only long years of experience enabled Vince to keep a straight face. He cleared his throat. “Excuse me? Your body?”

      “Yes.” Bella nodded emphatically. “My real body.” She motioned to herself, nearly smacking her hand on his jade green desk in the process. “This isn’t me. I’m not this tall, I don’t have straight hair, and I’m certainly not this skinny.” She made a face. “Or this pale.”
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