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      Welcome to the first Finder series omnibus!

      When I first wrote the short story that would become the novel Head Case more than a decade ago, I had no idea that it would eventually launch a series. I knew the short story needed to be a full novel, but at the time I didn’t realize the potential it had for so much more.

      In late 2019, Finder Vince Grable and Bella popped their heads up and reminded me that I hadn’t finished telling their story. Where was Bella’s body? At the time, I was in a lull between projects, and decided I’d finish the story.

      Thus, Head Case was born.

      I had a ton of fun writing that story. In fact, I had so much fun with Vince and Bella that after I finished Head Case more stories flowed out. First Magna, and then Old Wounds.

      They carried me through a period of time that I really needed to be someplace else (who knew writing real-world fiction could be problematic when the real world has gone nuts?)—and solving mysteries on a space station orbiting a mining world in deep space was perfect.

      I hope you enjoy reading these three novels as much as I enjoyed writing them. I hope they transport you outside of your life for a little while and let you experience another world.

      Thanks for reading!

      

      E.R. Paskey

      

      April 2023
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CHAPTER ONE


          

        

      

    

    
      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.”

      Vince stared at her for a few seconds. “You’re telling me you are somehow in the wrong body?” Was that even possible?

      “Yes!” Relief flooded Bella’s voice. “That’s exactly what I’m trying to say.” She clasped her hands together, her dark eyes wide with something akin to panic. “I’m missing my body, and two days of my life. When I went to sleep, it was Wednesday, and now it’s Friday.”

      She leaned forward, her black hair falling like a curtain around her. “Please, help me, Finder Grable. I’ve heard about you—some people say you’re the best Finder on the Station. You have to help me.”

      Best Finder on the Station, eh? Vince tried not to let her words go to his head.

      Her voice filled with tears even though her eyes remained dry. “It took me two hours to walk here after I woke up.” She bit her lower lip. “I can pay you, although I don’t have any money on me at the moment.”

      Vince surveyed her for a long moment, before rubbing his goatee. It was bristling—a sign he was on to something significant. He exhaled slowly. “Well, Miss Martínez, I can honestly say I’ve never had a client who needed help finding their body before. Why don’t you start at the beginning? But first—” He tipped his head toward a small, hidden refrigerator unit. “Can I get you something to drink?”

      Bella shook her head—a little too violently. Her black hair flapped around her. “I haven’t been hungry or thirsty since I woke up.”

      That…was not a good sign. Vince kept his expression neutral as he reached for his datapad and a stylus. “Okay, well, in that case, let’s get on with your story.”

      Bella looked down at her hands, but apparently didn’t like what she saw. She transferred her gaze to a point over Vince’s left shoulder instead and began to talk. She was twenty-four, and lived with her cousin Cara—her only living relative—in a tiny apartment on Level 18 She worked as a housekeeper for a well-off elderly couple four levels up.

      She’d gone to sleep in her own bed Wednesday night, and two hours ago she’d awoken curled up inside a plastic box in an empty transport pod on Level 23, with no memory of where she’d been in the interim.

      Vince stared at her, something in his gut twisting. “What kind of box?”

      Bella gave a dramatic shudder. “It looked like a something a child’s toy would come in, only bigger. The lid was clear.” She bit her lip. “I panicked, but it wasn’t hard to get out of. That was when I found out I was like this.” She looked down at herself with a frown.

      Vince tipped his chin toward her, even as his stylus flowed across his datapad. “Were you wearing the trench coat?”

      “No.” Bella hunched her shoulders, as though she wanted to disappear into the depths of his armchair. “It was in another box next to mine. I—” she shook her head, “—I didn’t want people to see me like this.”

      Vince didn’t particularly want to ask the next question, but he had to. “Like what?”

      Bella bit her lip again, before heaving a sigh and rising to her feet. She teetered a little on her stilettos. “This.”

      Opening the trench coat, she revealed a crimson bodysuit that hugged her in all the right places. It had strategic cutouts that showcased her rather impressive chest as well as a crisscrossed network that ran from her hips down the length of her long legs and disappeared into her boots.

      Vince felt his mouth go a little dry. Again, only years of experience enabled him to maintain a professional expression. He cleared his throat. “Ah, not yours, I take it?”

      “Definitely not.” Bella shook her head again, before wrapping the folds of the black coat around herself and dropping back into her seat.

      “Noted.” Vince tapped his stylus before swiping a command into his datapad and sliding it across the desk to her. “Let me have your fingerprints, and then I’ll do a retinal scan for good measure. If you have been involved in some kind of…body swap—”

      “I have,” Bella said emphatically.

      “—then maybe I can find out who this body,” Vince tipped his head toward her, “—is supposed to belong to.”

      Bella obliged him, pressing the tips of her fingers against the datapad’s glossy surface. She and Vince both stared at the featureless oval prints she’d created. Horrified, she said, “I don’t have any fingerprints!”

      Vince’s goatee prickled; he rubbed it thoughtfully. So much for that idea. “Let me see your hands.”

      Bella thrust both hands toward him, palm up, and Vince examined the pads of her fingers. They were smooth, with no indication her prints had somehow been removed. She simply didn’t have any. Period.

      “Okay, let’s try a retinal scan.” Vince reached into one of his desk drawers for his scanner. Zyga Station required all citizens’ retinal patterns to be stored on file in a central database for identification purposes. As a licensed Finder, he had access to that information.

      Bella chomped her lower lip between her teeth as Vince performed the scan. “Well?” she asked when he was finished.

      Vince studied the results and felt a peculiar twist in his gut. Again, nothing. “You’re not in the system,” he told her. “Well,” he amended, “this body isn’t, at least.”

      Stymied, he sat back in his chair and stared at her.

      Frightened by the intensity of his scrutiny, Bella began wringing her hands. “What’s wrong with me?”

      Vince considered the evidence he had so far. Unusual strength. An odd lack of control over both gross and fine motor skills. No fingerprints or recognizable retinal patterns.

      A horrible suspicion began to dawn on him. Clearing his throat again, he asked, “Miss Martínez, may I examine the back of your head?”

      “My head?” Bella blinked at him in surprise, but nodded. “Okay.”

      “Thanks.” Vince came around the desk and Bella bent her neck to give him an unobstructed view. Carefully, Vince lifted the silky strands of her black hair out of the way. This close to her, he could smell her perfume and that strange plastic odor again.

      Her hair felt normal, and so did the skin on the back of her neck, but that didn’t mean anything. Within seconds, his questing fingers encountered a tiny jack embedded in the base of her skull. His heart sank, even as his brain kicked into overdrive. He’d heard of something like this—but it was just a theory, wasn’t it?

      Letting her hair fall back into place, Vince stepped away to consider Bella. If he was right, she wasn’t just a theory. And it explained the plastic smell.

      “Are you sure you’re not a gamer?” he asked.

      Bella shook her head again, sending her hair flying. “What’s wrong with me, Finder Grable?”

      Vince suppressed a grimace. He’d never had to break this kind of news before—and there wasn’t a good way to tell her. “Miss Martínez, I think you might be some kind of android.”

      “What?!” Her voice hit a high note that could have shattered synthglass. Bella gripped the arms of her chair, and Vince heard an ominous ‘crack’. “An android? How can I be an android?”

      “Not sure.” Vince stroked his goatee again and attempted to explain his findings. He ended with, “I think whoever did this to you hadn’t had a chance to properly calibrate you yet.” He waved a hand to her. “I think that’s why you’re so clumsy.”

      “But what about my body? My body?” Bella sounded on the verge of tears, though if Vince was right, she didn’t have tear ducts anymore.

      That was the billion credit question. Vince surveyed her again, feeling like he stood on the edge of chasm with an infinite stretch of black, star-studded space beneath it. His goatee was still bristling. He couldn’t prove it yet, but he had a gut feeling that Bella’s predicament was somehow tied to the underground gaming industry. It had to be.

      And if he was right, it meant that taking Bella on as a client would probably entail going up against big money and bigger guns. People who got in the way tended to mysteriously disappear.

      But you’re the best Finder on Zyga Station, Bella had said earlier.

      Vince narrowed his eyes. Yes, he was. He unfolded himself from the desk. “Don’t worry, Miss Martínez. I’m going to help you find your body.”
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      The cousin was Vince’s first stop. Bella had been missing for two days, and Cara hadn’t called Station Authority. Vince had checked. That meant either Cara hadn’t noticed Bella was gone—which was strange, but possible—or she was missing too.

      Or, and Vince kept this thought to himself for now, Cara was somehow involved. However you sliced it, the situation warranted immediate action.

      It was after midnight now, but Vince didn’t think this could wait. If Bella’s consciousness had somehow been transplanted into this android body, then God only knew what the person responsible had done with the rest of her. Besides, it wasn’t like Zyga Station truly slept. Someone was always awake. He and Bella wouldn’t raise any eyebrows at all—well, he wouldn’t. Bella’s current body was another story.

      He flagged a transport pod and bundled his new client into it. She sat close to him, her mingled scent of perfume and plastic already becoming familiar. Once or twice Vince had the distinct impression that she would have liked to hold his hand for reassurance, but he didn’t trust her not to accidentally break his fingers.

      The transport pod swept them along a series of street corridors lined with shops featuring colorful awnings and ever-changing screen-signs, apartment complexes, and a plethora of restaurants. On the way, Vince couldn’t help studying Bella. She looked human. If she’d been properly calibrated, it’d be harder to accept that something about her wasn’t right. Well, that and the faint smell of plastic.

      A fine shudder ran down his spine. Androids with human brains. What was the galaxy coming to? His goatee trembled. Not only that, but what was he getting himself into?

      Each Zone was split into levels, with massive synthglass elevator banks providing vertical internal access. When they reached the elevator bank in the center of Zone 5 that would take them down to Level 18, Vince ran a pre-paid credit chip not connected to his name to pay for the ride. He turned back to Bella in time to keep her from tripping on the step from the pod to the scuffed metal deck.

      “Careful,” he said in a low voice. He still couldn’t get over how warm and life-like her skin felt.

      “Thanks.” Bella sounded embarrassed again.

      Vince looked up at the cabs visible zipping up and down the synthglass elevator shafts as they approached the entrance turnstile. Rich people could afford to pay for the cabs that would allow them to ride from level to level in their own transport pods, but everybody else took the elevators on foot. After paying for both of their tickets, he led Bella through the turnstile.

      Supposedly, charging Station occupants to use the elevators helped pay for maintenance costs, but Vince had done the math once for fun. Zyga Transport was making a profit off the Station’s inhabitants. Still, they were a captive audience; it was one of those things you just had to live with.

      At this time of night, the elevators were only half as busy as they were during daylight hours. Bella’s black trench coat only drew a couple of sideways glances from the elevator’s other occupants. Her black hair glimmered with dark blue highlights from the bright lights above them every time they descended a level.

      She was absolutely gorgeous—and despite her obvious klutziness, Vince found himself wondering for a split-second if they were both crazy. Her for thinking she was in a different body…and him for believing her.

      Too late now, he told himself. You’re committed. At least until he talked to the cousin and verified a few more things.

      When the elevator doors disgorged them on Level 18, Bella took the lead. She stuck a hand in the air and waved it so vigorously that she accidentally flagged two transport pods instead of one. She climbed into one of them and rattled off an address to the pod’s AI. Vince climbed in behind her.

      It took them almost ten minutes to reach Bella’s apartment, known as the Block. Vince kept half of his attention on their surroundings—which grew shabbier with every passing meter—and the other half on his client. One booted foot tapped a furious staccato on the transport floor, while Bella’s long, slender fingers twisted the ends of her belt so hard they began to fray.

      When the transport pod began to slow, she rose jerkily to her feet.

      Vince had always found apartment complexes on the Station fascinating. They were neat rows and stacks of compartments grouped together inside a huge structure that was itself more or less made up of compartments of varying sizes. It reminded him of a toy he’d had when he was a young child, a series of painted shells that decreased in size and nestled inside each other.

      This particular apartment complex occupied a full third of the 2nd Quadrant on Level 18, a block considered the poorer part of the Station. Most of the compartments inside were windowless; occupants relied on holoscreens and sunlamps to keep them from feeling like they were in prison cells.

      Although, Vince thought, as he followed Bella into the complex’s shabby lobby and into an elevator that would take them up to the fifth level, this place is rundown enough that some of its occupants probably do feel like it was a prison.

      It was times like this he could best understand why someone would choose either to work their life away…or lose themselves in the alternate reality of a game world.

      Bella’s nervousness only grew the closer they came to the fifth floor. By the time the elevator doors opened with a squeak—the fixing of which Vince suspected probably didn’t rate very high on Maintenance’s schedule—Bella was practically vibrating. She took off down the dingy, featureless gray corridor lined with doors at a run, but stumbled and sprawled flat on the grimy deck.

      Wincing, Vince hurried forward to help her up. The corridor was empty; this level’s occupants were most likely either asleep or at work.

      “No, no.” Bella waved him away, already climbing to her knees. “I can do it.”

      Upright once more, she blew a lock of black hair out of her face and raised a hand to the security pad beside one of the doors, marked 514D in black lettering. She input a series of numbers, and the pad flashed green. The door slid open.

      Bella flashed him a blinding smile over her shoulder. “Come on in.”

      Exhaling softly, Vince cast a quick glance to the left and right before following her inside.

      “Oh, my heavens.” Bella stopped short just inside the door, one slim ivory hand flying to her mouth. “What happened?”

      Heart quickening in his chest, Vince edged around her to take stock of things. Like most apartments aboard Zyga Station, it was tiny and had been designed to maximize the use of every square centimeter. Only the wealthy could afford plenty of room. Vince’s own apartment was small, but in comparison, this place felt downright claustrophobic.

      Part of that was the fact that there was no real division between the living area and the tiny kitchenette…and part of that was the fact that the apartment had been ravaged by someone frantically searching for something. Two bookshelves and the end tables on either side of an old flowered couch had been upended in the living area, and the contents of the bookcase had been dumped on the worn tan carpet.

      In the corner that housed the kitchenette, drawers and cabinets had been emptied onto the floor. Boxes and cans of preserved food lay in scattered heaps, along with a few meager cleaning supplies. The door to the tiny refrigeration unit was open.

      Bella gave a small cry and lurched over to the kitchenette with precarious steps. She dropped to her knees in the middle of the mess and reached for a small box of neon green scrub pads. It was empty; the pads lay in a garish pile next to a box of dehydrated potatoes.

      “My savings,” she said in a choked voice. “They’re gone.”
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      Keeping one eye on the tiny hall that he knew from past experience led to a tiny bathroom and two tiny bedrooms, Vince moved toward Bella. If he’d had any doubts that she lived here, they were now deader than a sack of rodents that had been evicted via one of the Station’s airlocks. “You kept money here instead of depositing it?”

      Bella nodded jerkily, her beautiful face forlorn. “For buying a few things on the—” she cut herself off, gave an exaggerated shrug. “Well, my employers pay me partly in cash sometimes.”

      “I understand,” Vince said. And he did. Keeping cash handy was riskier than depositing it in a bank account…but it also couldn’t be easily traced. And Zyga Station’s black market was alive and thriving.

      He jerked his chin toward the mess. “Who knew you kept cash here?”

      “Nobody.” Bella sniffed, though her beautiful dark eyes remained bone dry. “Not even Cara knew.” Her forehead knit with a mournful frown. “At least, I don’t think she did.” Bella waved the box helplessly. “She never cleaned, so I figured the credits would be safe here.”

      Vince extended a dark hand to her. “Come on. We’d better check out the rest of this place.”

      It didn’t take them long. The bathroom was another tiny disaster zone, as were both bedrooms. Bella let out a choked cry when she saw the state of her room, mattress pulled off the twin bed and belongings flung all over the place. Her trench coat-clad shoulders gave a violent shudder; Vince knew how violated she must feel right now.

      Bella took one look at her cousin’s room and buried her face in her hands. “They’ve got Cara too,” she said in a muffled voice. “Oh, God. They’ve got Cara too.”

      Vince would have agreed with her, except that his goatee was bristling again. He remained in the doorway to Cara’s room, rubbing his chin. This room had been dismantled as haphazardly as Bella’s, and yet…something was different. Something was wrong.

      He scanned the room again, imprinting each square meter of it in his mind. Unlike Bella’s room, which smelled of cleaning supplies and cheap detergent, Cara’s quarters gave off the distinct odor of dirty clothes and dirtier sheets. The mattress was half off the bed frame, as though someone had given it a lackluster heave. Dirty blouses, pants, socks, and the occasional pair of panties littered the worn carpet, along with various other detritus, but… Vince squinted. There didn’t seem to be as much stuff here as in Bella’s room.

      “Bella,” he said curtly, cutting his client out of her dazed, grief-stricken haze. “What’s missing?” He stepped to one side of the doorframe, gesturing sharply to the room inside.

      Bella lifted her face. Her luscious lips parted as she started to reply, and then she shut her mouth with a loud click. Without a word, she slid past Vince to stand in the midst of the chaos. Her head tilted to one side, and then the other, and then she picked her way over to the tiny closet.

      Vince almost cautioned her about leaving fingerprints, but then he remembered that she didn’t have any. Besides, this was her apartment. Instead, he stood and watched her, still stroking his goatee.

      “Her bag is gone. So is all her gaming stuff.” Bella turned to eye the mess on the floor. “And maybe some of her clothes?”

      She turned toward Vince, nearly tripping as one of her heels caught in a discarded bra. “What does that mean? Do you think she got out before whoever did this—” her arms windmilled in a dramatic wave, “—showed up?”

      “Don’t know yet.” A thought nagged at him; he looked over his shoulder at the living area. “Where were you when you fell asleep Wednesday night?”

      “I was in bed. Just like always.”

      That’s what she’d told him earlier, but something about it didn’t fit. “Are you sure?” Vince prompted. “Think about it.”

      “Of course I—wait.” Bella closed her eyes, put her hands to her temples. The trench coat gapped, revealing a sliver of crimson. “I fell asleep on the couch.” She opened her eyes, looking as surprised as a robotic body with a human mind trapped inside could look. “I was so tired. I meant to get up and go to bed, but I was too sleepy.”

      Vince nodded; he’d suspected as much.

      “How did you know?”

      “The couch.” Vince jerked a thumb toward it. “Everything else in this place has been torn apart, but the couch looks more or less untouched.”

      “Wait a minute.” Bella dropped her hands to post them on her hips. “Are you saying I slept through all of—all of this?” She let out a disbelieving huff. “No matter how tired I was, there’s no way I wouldn’t have woken up if somebody was ransacking our home.”

      Not if you were drugged, Vince wanted to say, but he didn’t. It was too early to tell her the theory beginning to coalesce inside his head. Instead, he nodded to her bedroom. “Anything you want, you’d better get it now. We’ve got to go.”

      “Go? Where?” Bella frowned, her lack of full control over her facial features making it almost comically exaggerated. “What about Cara? Don’t we need to call Station Authority?”

      “And tell them what?”

      “That she’s been kidnapped.”

      “Has she?”

      “Of—” Bella started to answer, but cut herself off. She wrapped her arms around herself, her expression uncertain. “I don’t know. I can’t tell.”

      In other words, she had the same gut feeling that something was wrong—even if she didn’t technically have her gut at the moment—that Vince himself was experiencing.

      He kept his voice calm and level. “When we know for sure she’s missing, we’ll notify the authorities. Until then, I think it’s best that we not lose valuable time trying to explain this situation to them. Don’t you agree?”

      He figured she would. After all, she’d come to him with her crazy story instead of the authorities. And his gut feeling told him that Station Authority investigators wouldn’t find anything here except DNA belonging to the two women. Whoever else was involved in this was a pro.

      Bella stood frozen; she didn’t even appear to be breathing. Vince wasn’t even sure she needed to breathe. Finally, she asked in a tiny voice, “Then what do we do next?”

      Figure out who your cousin was running from, Vince thought. Aloud, he said, “We figure out where your cousin is.”

      He bent down to pick up a small, rectangular picture frame. It was still cycling through pictures showcasing two young women with rich, golden brown skin who could have been sisters. Cascades of dark curls framed round faces with dark, expressive eyes. They were both curvy, in that ample, well-proportioned way Vince had always appreciated, but one was shorter than the other. That must be Bella.

      Vince studied the other woman, who must be Cara. In many of the pictures, her arms were around her cousin and her lips were smiling, but those expressive eyes told Vince that her mind was far, far away. He fixed her features firmly in his mind before he set the picture frame back on the floor and cast one last look around the devastated apartment.

      The Core. It had to be the Core. He would bet that pricey bottle of Scotch in his cabinet that Cara was an addict who had abandoned her cousin to escape someone or something by disappearing into the Core.

      He shook his head. This job kept getting better and better.
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      Before they left Bella’s apartment, Vince put in a quick call to a buddy in Station Authority. As a rule, Zyga Station Authority was inclined to turn up their nose at Finders, but Vince and Sergeant Anita Rychek had been known to toss each other the occasional bone. Vince liked Rychek; the woman had a strong sense of justice that occasionally put her at odds with the law she was sworn to uphold.

      She wasn’t on duty, so Vince left her a brief message stating he was off on what was shaping up to be a very strange case that might possibly involve one of the Families. He didn’t say anything more. Not in a message. The Families had their hooks into parts of Station Authority and so did the other heavy-hitters in Zyga Station’s burgeoning underground gaming industry. It’d be too dangerous to say anything else.

      Calling Rychek at all was one of those decisions Vince made sometimes when a case gave off a particularly strong sense of potential danger. If nothing else, she’d know Vince hadn’t just up and decided to take a holiday without telling anyone in the event that he mysteriously disappeared.

      Vince swallowed the tickle in the back of his throat as they exited the Block, trying to suppress a cough. On a side note, he’d give a year’s pay to figure out what in the Station’s recycled air was bothering him. Beside him, Bella teetered along in her stiletto-heeled boots.

      Once he’d flagged another transport pod and they were safely settled inside, Vince shifted in his seat to face his client. “You may want to stay at my office while I look for Cara.”

      When Bella shook her head mulishly, he raised a hand. “Two reasons. One, I work faster alone, and second…” It was his turn to shake his head. “Whoever did this to you is probably looking for you. I’m pretty sure that new body of yours is worth a lot of credits.”

      Undaunted, Bella folded her coat-clad arms across her ample chest. “Even if you find her faster by yourself, Cara won’t talk to you. She barely talks to anybody anymore.” She clamped her lips into a thin line. “Even me. Besides,” she added, “I hired you to find my body. My body. I can’t very well get back into it if I’m not with you when you find it, can I?”

      That sent a jolt through Vince right down to his toes. Back into it? He stared at Bella, realizing he hadn’t given any thought yet to what would happen after he found her body. Provided he found it—and provided it was still somehow alive.

      “Miss Martínez—”

      “No.” Bella held up a hand, her silver fingertips glinting in the light from passing holoscreens. “I’m coming with you. I can’t stay behind. They took me out of my body, there has to be a way to put me back into it.”

      Vince suppressed another cough. There would be, he could tell, no arguing with her. The only way he’d keep her in his office would be to lock her inside…and while the thought did cross his mind, it probably wouldn’t be worth the resulting paperwork.

      He tried one more tack, however. “You hired me to find your body. Don’t get in the way of me doing my job.”

      Those beautiful dark eyes—android eyes, he reminded himself—fixed on him with a gaze so solemn it made the hair on the back of his neck prickle. “I think I’m safer with you, Finder Grable.”

      “That’s debatable,” Vince wanted to say, but he didn’t. Instead, he frowned as yet another disturbing thought occurred to him. “Miss Martínez, have you considered the possibility that whoever’s responsible for this put a tracker in your…ah…body?”

      Her dark eyes widened almost comically. “A tracker?”

      Vince winced; there she went with that synthglass-shattering pitch again. “Yeah.” He rubbed his chin. “So there’s a chance somebody is following our every move.”

      He hadn’t noticed anybody following them yet, but…

      Bella wrapped her arms around herself as she considered this, and then a little of the tension left her frame. “It took me two hours to get to your office. Don’t you think they’d have kidnapped me again if they were tracking me?”

      “Depends on whether or not they’ve realized you’re missing yet.” Vince would have liked to check that transport pod out and see where she’d woken up, but the odds of it still being there were miniscule at best.

      “I think I’ll take my chances.” Bella straightened as the transport pod began to slow. They’d returned to the main elevator bank. “And I promise I won’t slow you down.”

      Vince didn’t have the heart to tell her that, as klutzy as she was, there wasn’t a chance of her keeping that promise.
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      As long as he lived, Vince would never forget the first time he set eyes on Zyga Station. It wasn’t the day he stumbled across an advertisement for the Station on the ‘Net and made the decision to immigrate. No, he’d been intrigued then, certainly, and determined to escape his father’s shadow—and his father’s extensive rap sheet—but as intrigued as he’d been, he would soon learn that holos didn’t do the Station justice.

      Zyga Station orbited Cartha, a gas giant painted in swirls of pinks, yellows, and oranges. His transport had dropped in-system on the night side of the gas giant and sped around to a sliver of sunlight. When the transport burst into full dawn light, Vince had caught his first glimpse of his new home, silver metal and synthglass shining bright and hinting at the hope of a better life.

      Built as a result of a huge mining operation that had grown exponentially over the past few decades, Zyga Station reminded Vince of a giant wheel. A huge orb known as the Core formed the center of the Station, with five spoke-like protrusions called Zones that connected to a smooth, glassy rim encircling the outside. A smaller ring fifty meters out from the Core formed a second connection between the Zones, known as the Hub.

      All port traffic routed through Zones 1 and 3, while the Agricultural Department occupied the majority of Zone 2. Zone 4 held the Station’s admittedly small manufacturing base, and Zone 5 was predominantly living quarters.

      The outer ring, called the Rim, featured a museum of the system’s history…and the best, priciest living quarters aboard. The head of the mining corporation kept a suite here, and most of the elite of the Station’s society called the Rim their home. Designed to maximize access to sunlight and showcase both the gas giant and the view into black space itself, it gave people the feeling that the only thing separating them from the vacuum beyond was a wall of transparent metal.

      Technically, Vince thought, that was true. And terribly frightening. He visited the Rim periodically, when he needed that perspective of open space and plenty of room. But most of the time, he was content to roam the rest of Zyga Station.

      The Core was a different matter.

      When Zyga Station had been built, Vince doubted its designers and architects had given any consideration to where the dregs of society might settle. How could they? Their heads had been full of a bright, shiny future, and for the most part, the Station had lived up to expectations. But, humanity being what it was, the dregs of society had eventually appeared. Troublemakers, lawbreakers, or simply those unable to cope with life, they’d all arrived and eventually settled in the Core.

      The innermost part of the Core housed the space station’s mechanical heart, lungs, and brain. These were all high-security areas; Vince found it ironic that the home of the black market was not either of the port Zones, but right next to authorized-access-only hatches.

      He knew why. Only the outer layer of the Core had access to direct sunlight; everyone else survived on sunlight gathered from the outer layers of the Station and piped down. The Core’s innermost levels had originally been intended to be living quarters for Zyga Station’s crew, mixed in with shopping areas, restaurants, and everything else one might need. The way things played out, they’d ended up being the cheapest, least desirable living space aboard the entire Station.

      Those who couldn’t afford anything better had migrated here…and so had people who didn’t want Station Authority taking too close a look at them.

      As long as nobody bothered the heart of the Core—the massive engine complex or the complex that housed the electrical and life-support systems—Station Authority was content to leave the Core’s inhabitants alone. And, Vince knew, the two Families that ran Zyga Station’s underground society and the black market intended to keep it that way. They policed the Core better than Station Authority, with all of its shiny officialness, ever could.

      It was one of the things Vince had noticed early on, that tacit, delicate balance between the Station’s official overlords and their unofficial overlords. The Families let Station Authority believe they were in control of Zyga Station, and Station Authority pretended the Families’ creeping tendrils hadn’t slithered out of the Core to infect the Zones and the Rim.

      In other words, it was just like every other place where humans lived together. You had your seedy sectors, your swanky sectors, and the middle ground where people turned a blind eye to things they didn’t want to acknowledge.

      Glancing at Bella again as they took an elevator down to Level 22, which provided Zone 5 access to the Core, Vince thought that it wasn’t a surprise Cara had run to the Core. Even with the Families’ stranglehold on things, there were still plenty of crevices for a person to hide. Particularly if that person didn’t care about anything outside of their head.

      The bigger question was whether or not Cara was in trouble with one of the Families. That changed things. Hiding from the Families was different than hiding from your average two-credit thug, and both groups had fingers in the delectable pie that was Zyga Station’s underground gaming industry.

      Once the elevator deposited them on Level 22, Vince flagged a transport pod. Ten minutes later, the transport dropped them off at the Hub and floated away in search of another fare. Bella looked around with obvious interest.

      The Hub, Vince thought, was the poor man’s Rim. You couldn’t live there, but it was a little something to make the trip between Zones a little more interesting.

      You could travel to any of the five Zones via the Hub and its synthglass-and-metal walkways; the trip was much shorter than traveling around the Rim. The walkways, which were large enough for both pedestrian and transport pod traffic, had been designed with an eye to beauty. The deck was tiled in large mosaic patterns of blue, gold, green, and red, and glossy silver benches had been set at various intervals so that people could sit and spacewatch just like on the Rim.

      From the Hub, the last fifty meters of each spoke-like Zone narrowed into a giant Gate leading into the sphere-like Core. This late into the night cycle, there weren’t many people out. Even from a distance, Vince could see that the two-man team at Zone 5’s Gate’s security checkpoint looked half-asleep. And bored. Very, very bored.

      As they drew nearer, he glanced at Bella. “Ever been to the Core before?” They shouldn’t need ID to enter the Gate, but he was already formulating an explanation for her, just in case. The scanners checked for anything dangerous; usually no one was ever stopped unless they were carrying a weapon or bringing a cargo load through the Gate.

      Bella shook her head. The violence of the motion made Vince wince; they didn’t need the security team deciding to investigate them because of her body language.

      “No,” she said in a low voice. “I never had a reason to.”

      She’d grown up on Zyga Station, too, which made it particularly strange. Vince had only been here ten years, but even without his job as a Finder, he still would have explored every centimeter of the place. It boggled his mind whenever he met people who never ventured beyond whatever Zone they called home.

      The Gates were always open. Vince had never seen one closed, even though access to the Core from each of the Zones could be regulated. There were giant emergency hatches that could be shut in case of a breech. Vince had always had the feeling that Station Authority prided itself on being able to isolate the Core if need be.

      Of course, they’d ultimately forfeit control of Zyga Station itself to the Families if that situation ever arose, but it was possible.

      The security guards occupied two little stations on either side of the Gate that resembled small boxes with heavy-duty synthglass fronts and high-grade scanners built into the sides. Both men wore the official blood-red jacket and gray pants uniform of Zyga Station Authority, and they resembled each other with the same lean builds and the same crew-cut haircuts beneath red caps. The only real difference between them was that one of the men was as pale as Bella, while the other was darker than Vince himself.

      As Vince and Bella approached, the two guards perked up a little. Vince gave them a casual nod, but he wasn’t surprised that the bulk of the men’s attention was on Bella—and the mysterious, over-large black trench coat she was still wearing. Vince found himself wishing she’d been able to wear something that drew a little less attention.

      Everything went fine—right up to the moment Bella’s ankle twisted just a couple of meters from the Gate. She fell, but Vince, prepared for this by now, grabbed her arm and hauled her upright.

      Both of the security guards shot to their feet. “Are you all right?” they asked in stereo.

      “I’m fine,” Bella said breathlessly. She gripped Vince’s arm as she steadied herself; he tried not to wince at the way her mechanical fingers dug into his skin. She flashed a smile at the two men, gave a little laugh. “It’s these silly heels.” She lifted one booted foot. “I’m not very good at wearing them yet, apparently.”

      The two men smiled back at her, their posture relaxing.

      Vince played along. “Told you they weren’t a good choice,” he said genially, giving the guards a what-are-you-going-to-do? shrug.

      “I know, I know,” Bella sighed. “I’ll remember for next time.”

      She and Vince started walking again. The security guards made no move to stop them, and they passed through the Gate arm-in-arm. Once they were through, Bella tried to drop Vince’s arm, but he wouldn’t let her.

      “Not until we’re good and through,” he said quietly. “They have cams, you know. Don’t want to look suspicious. Any more suspicious,” he added.

      Bella relented, and Vince led her into the outermost area of the Core. He kept a sharp eye on the faded level designations periodically etched into the bulkhead. If you weren’t careful, you could easily get lost here. Outside of the Authorized Access-Only compartments at its center, the Core was a honeycomb of corridors and compartments that all looked pretty much the same.

      And once you reached a certain section of the Core, your chances of having a resident tell you the truth about how to get out were fifty/fifty. That had never happened to Vince, but he’d heard stories over the years. Sometimes people disappeared in the Core…and it wasn’t because they wanted to disappear.

      “This doesn’t look too scary,” Bella remarked, as they walked down a broad, dull gray corridor lined with brightly-colored shops and eateries, most of which featured “The Core” as part of their names.

      “This part isn’t.” Vince glanced from side to side, noting that even at this time of night, most of the shops and eateries were still open. Neon lights and bright, splashy holoscreens flashed invitingly. “The Families don’t want to scare away visitors from the rest of the Station—or visitors to the Station.”

      If the rumors were to be believed, the two Families shared the touristy sections where each of the Zones fed into the Core—an uneasy truce. The rest of the Core was split in half. The eastern mechanical, man-made hemisphere belonged to one Family, while the western hemisphere belonged to the second Family.

      Vince wasn’t entirely sure which hemisphere to investigate first. This, he thought grimly, would be a lot easier if I knew which Family Cara had run afoul of.

      Both halves of the Core had slums where people disappeared when they wanted to—and sometimes when they didn’t—and where addicts tended to congregate. Dirt-cheap rent and a general uncaring atmosphere that lent itself to anonymity were pretty big draws.

      In the end, Vince decided his best bet to find Cara was to start his investigation in the Core’s eastern hemisphere. The slums here were located between the Core’s more expensive outermost edge and the heavily-protected inner core that held the engine room and everything else that kept Zyga Station functioning.

      As they set off, Vince eyed Bella’s stilettos. Those were definitely the wrong footwear for the amount of time they were about to spend combing the Core’s inner levels. He glanced from her to the shops they were passing. Maybe it’d be worth stopping and getting her another pair of shoes.

      As if on cue, Bella’s ankle twisted again and she pitched sideways. Vince’s expression firmed as he caught her arm to steady her. Yep, definitely worth stopping.

      He tugged her forward. “Come on. We’re making a pit stop.”
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      Fifteen minutes later, they resumed their quest. Bella now wore a pair of sturdy—though still glossy—black ankle boots, and Vince had negotiated the shop owner into taking the stilettos off their hands as part of the price. He’d add the remainder of the cost as an expense on her bill…if they made it through this.

      “How are those working for you?” he asked gruffly, as they made their way to an elevator bank that would take them deeper into the Core.

      “Much better,” Bella said, though he detected the slightest bit of wistfulness in her tone as she added, “Even if I could walk in them without tripping, stilettos still aren’t the most practical shoe.”

      Amen to that, Vince thought.

      They boarded an elevator and Vince squinted at the button panel, trying to decide which level would be the best starting place. Judging by the state of Cara’s room, he was betting they didn’t need to search anywhere above Level 15-A. He punched in Level 19-A.

      The elevator descended with a little swoop.

      Vince turned to Bella. “Stick close when we get down here, okay? This isn’t the nicest part of the Station.”

      His client nodded, her slim fingers tightening on the front of her over-large trench coat again.

      When the elevator door opened with a jerk, Vince and Bella stepped out into another world. The odor of refuse and unwashed human beings met them like a slap in the face. The lighting in the corridors was dim, a combination of intentional settings and the fact that half the glowpanels in the overhead were cracked. The dim light revealed faded graffiti scrawled across the bulkheads and piles of detritus scattered alongside them.

      Bella wrinkled her nose. “Is it supposed to stink down here?”

      Vince gave a half-hearted shrug. “Welcome to the Inner Core. A lot of the people you’re gonna meet down here don’t have much time for things like hygiene anymore.” He shot her a sideways glance. “Including your cousin, I’m afraid.”

      Bella hunched her shoulders in sorrow, her inability to fully control her limbs making the gesture seem more dramatic. “Poor Cara. All she wanted to do was make enough money to get out of the Block and into someplace with an actual window.”

      And apparently, she’d settled for virtual reality. It was a story Vince had seen too much the past few years.

      He kept a sharp eye out as they left the elevator bank behind and moved forward. Hatch-like doors lined the corridors here at regular intervals, some of which were open. Dark shapes huddled in a few doorways, hollow-eyed faces lit with the faint blue glow of hand-held electronics.

      Vince knew a lack of gaming rigs meant that these were some of the Station’s poorest residents. The ones with any money paid for a corner in a room someplace where the chances of them being robbed while they were otherwise completely oblivious to the world around them were a little lower. Since Cara had both a rig and a little money, Vince was willing to bet she’d bargained for a corner someplace.

      In between hatches, more huddled forms lined both sides of the wide, dimly-lit corridor. Vince led Bella up the corridor for another thirty meters or so before he thought he saw one of his usual sources.

      This particular source was a teenage boy whose game of choice involved being an ace spacefighter pilot in an epic multiplayer galaxy-spanning story. He’d told Vince all about it in excited detail a year or two before. Vince thought it was a little sad; the kid would probably never even get to ride in a spacecraft, much less fly one himself, and yet it consumed his entire waking life. Rav was always on the lookout to make a credit, though, in order to keep playing, and that was how Vince had ended up enlisting him as a source.

      The kid didn’t live on the streets, as locals called the Core’s many corridors, but he roamed them whenever he took a break from his game. He was scrawny and not healthy for a boy his age—every spare credit went to his game instead of food, and between malnutrition and gaming, he didn’t get as much exercise as he should—but he was more observant than most. He’d helped Vince out on a number of occasions.

      Round, dark eyes peered at Vince from under a mop of black hair covered by a faded knit cap the color of eggplant, a vegetable considered a delicacy in some parts of Zyga Station, though Vince personally didn’t understand why. Rav jerked his chin in the tiniest of nods to acknowledge the Finder and turned away, slipping further down the corridor. He didn’t want to talk here.

      Either that, Vince thought, or he wasn’t sure what to make of Bella and wanted to ensure he was in more familiar territory.

      He glanced at Bella. “Come on.”

      Rav moved quickly, but not so quickly that Vince and Bella couldn’t follow. The boy took a series of seemingly random lefts and rights down different corridors before dashing through a large hatch with a faded mural of a garden painted on it.

      Vince clicked his tongue. He should have known the kid would head for the Soup Kitchen. Gaming addict or not, Rav still had to eat once in a while.

      He and Bella stepped through the hatch into a comparatively large compartment full of long rows of tables, most of them occupied by people in worn, grimy clothes. The smell of food and unwashed bodies mixed with the more metallic tang that permeated the air in this part of the Core. The hum of conversation filled the air, bouncing off the gray metal bulkheads, but it wasn’t what it seemed.

      Vince wondered if Bella would notice that at least half of the people filling those tables were talking to themselves. Or seemed to be talking to themselves.

      She did.

      “These people,” she said in a stage whisper. “I don’t think they’re talking to each other.”

      “Most of them aren’t,” Vince said quietly.

      Some of the people here had brain jacks, and were interacting with a world being projected inside their heads that nobody else could see. Others were immersed in hand-held devices, so engrossed that they ate without paying any attention to what they were consuming.

      That was probably a good thing in some respects—the Soup Kitchen wasn’t known for its fine cuisine. It was, however, a place half the Core could go to get a cheap meal that would keep body and soul together another day. A handful of bleeding hearts from more prosperous parts of Zyga Station had started it up a few years back, and after a good deal of suspicious squinting, the Families had left them alone. They even made the occasional donation, to rack up points and make themselves look good.

      Rav, Vince knew, would want a meal and his usual cut. Not for the first time, Vince found himself wishing he could get the kid to give up his game and rejoin the real world.

      Rav slid onto one of the benches near the far wall from the exit. He sat slightly hunched, his back against the wall and his fingers tapping out restless, imaginary commands onto the table’s battered brown metal surface. The kid didn’t immediately look over when Vince took a seat nearby, though he did give Bella a sideways glance as she awkwardly folded herself into a sitting position across the table from Vince.

      “Been a while,” Rav said quietly, fingers still tapping on the table. “Whatchya tryin’ to find today?”

      “Young woman named Cara. ‘Fraid she’s become a gamer like Kiev over there.” Vince jerked his chin toward a skeletal figure in ragged clothes huddled at a table a few meters away.

      Kiev was around Rav’s age, but unlike Rav, he only left his game when his body absolutely refused to cooperate any further. He was currently eating at a ferocious pace, anxious to return to whatever nook he occupied and trade this reality for another one.

      “Yeah?” Rav’s dark eyes slid to Vince before sliding away. “What’s she look like?”

      With a glance at Bella, Vince gave the kid a description. Short. Slender, but bottom-heavy. Shoulder-length curly black hair, dark eyes in a round face.

      “You seen her?” Vince asked when Bella finished.

      One thin shoulder raised in a cautious shrug. “Maybe. What’s it to ya?”

      “She’s my cousin,” Bella said before Vince could stop her, “and she’s missing.”

      “Your cousin?” Rav gave Bella his full attention, his eyes sweeping up and down and taking in every detail. He might prefer to live his life in a game, but he was still a teenage boy. “You sure? I seen somebody who might be her, but she sure don’t look like you.”

      “Trust me, we’re related.” Bella plucked anxiously at her trench coat. Her fingernails sparkled like diamonds in the low light. “Although at the moment I’m wishing we weren’t.”

      Only his years of experience enabled Vince to keep his relief from showing on his face. He’d tensed when Bella opened her mouth, afraid that she’d ignore his previous warning and do something stupid—like tell Rav this wasn’t her body.

      Rav stared at Bella for a few seconds, before actually swiveling his head to look at Vince. “What’s with the chick?” He tipped his head sideways. “You usually come alone.”

      “It’s a long story, kid.” Vince reached into his jacket pocket, but left his hand there. “Now, you got anything for me or not?”

      As he had hoped, Rav’s dark eyes lit with a hungry light. “I got what you need.”

      Vince didn’t move his hand. “Tell me. When and where.”

      Rav had to think about it, parse real time inside his head, but when he spoke, his details were solid. “Two days ago. Came through here like a Screamer bein’ chased by the Faceless.”

      Vince could only assume those were game references.

      Rav’s gaze flicked to Bella briefly. “I remember ‘cause she looked scared.”

      “Did she have anything with her?” Vince asked.

      “A bag.” Rav shrugged, this time lifting both shoulders. “Nothin’ else.” He hesitated. It was quick, but Vince hadn’t excelled at being a Finder for ten years for nothing.

      “What?” He kept his voice calm and casual.

      Rav hesitated again, his dark eyes darting around the giant room as though he expected something bad to attack them. His fingers stilled on the table before resuming at double-speed.

      “Rav, please tell us.” Bella leaned forward—too far. She nearly smashed face-first into the table, but caught herself in time.

      Whatever reaction Vince had been expecting from Rav, it wasn’t this. The young man’s dark eyes widened in horror; he shrank back from Bella as though she was contagious.

      He shot Vince an accusing glare full of panic. “I’m outta here. Don’t want no part of this.”

      “Rav,” Vince began, but the boy shook his head vehemently, like he was denying committing a crime.

      “You shouldn’t be here, Finder.” He jabbed a shaking finger toward Bella. “You shouldn’t be with her.” The pronoun dripped with fear and something almost like revulsion.

      He knows. Vince didn’t know how, but somehow the kid knew something was wrong with Bella. They’d come looking for information about Cara, and stumbled onto something much bigger. He pulled Rav’s usual fee from his jacket pocket. “Don’t you want—”

      “No.” Rav held both hands up. He was trembling, his dark eyes wide with fear. “No. We never talked, I ain’t seen you. Leave me alone.”

      With that, he fled, weaving his way through the room like a dark shadow.

      Vince didn’t follow. He remained seated at the table and casually slid the credits he’d been about to give Rav back into his inside jacket pocket. His goatee was bristling again.

      Rav had turned down credits. Voluntarily. He’d never done that before.

      Something was really wrong on Zyga Station.
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      Adopting a casual, pleasant expression, Vince turned toward Bella, sweeping the large room for any sign of trouble as he did. No one seemed to be paying them any attention, but he knew better than anyone that that didn’t mean a thing.

      “Act natural,” he said softly.

      To her credit, Bella didn’t protest. She wrangled her startled, dismayed expression into something approaching normal, but her voice, when she spoke, was full of self-recrimination. “It’s my fault he ran.”

      Vince shook his head, his eyes traveling across the room again. “He might have run because of you, but that doesn’t make it your fault. Come on. We need to move.”

      They needed to leave the Soup Kitchen, but what he really wanted to do was track Rav down and get some answers. His goatee bristled. His best source, afraid to talk. That was not a good sign.

      On a hunch, Vince rose to his feet and casually made his way toward the exit through which Rav had disappeared. Bella followed him, moving gingerly. Vince almost reminded her she was supposed to act natural, but stopped himself. She didn’t have good control of the body she was in. No middle ground there.

      His stomach turned as he passed a couple of individuals and the rank smell of unwashed bodies met his nose along with the scent of overcooked carrots. He glanced over his shoulder in time to see Bella grimacing at the smell, but she ducked her head and didn’t say anything. That was good. They didn’t need to draw any more attention on their way out.

      The lighting was dimmer in the corridor they exited into; it took a couple of precious seconds for their eyes to adjust. Or at least it took a couple of seconds for Vince’s eyes to adjust. He hated that—it left him vulnerable until his vision returned to normal. Bella, on the other hand, didn’t seem to be having any trouble. Vince made a mental note to inquire about that later.

      For now, Vince strode down the corridor, leading Bella deeper into this level of the Core. He had a source to hunt down and question. Rav couldn’t have gotten too far unless he flat-out ran.

      Two corridor blocks later, they turned left down another corridor lined with doors, headed toward a sort of courtyard where Vince knew Rav liked to spend time. They hadn’t made it more than a couple of doors when a skinny brown hand reached out from the shadows of a narrow maintenance tunnel to snag Vince’s arm.

      Bella gasped as Vince spun, his free hand balling into a fist, ready to ward off an attack, but it was only Rav.

      The boy stood at the very edge of the access tunnel, where he had obviously been waiting for them. He dropped Vince’s arm as though the Finder’s coat had burned him. “In here,” he said in a low, urgent voice, backing up to make room. “Now.”

      Snagging Bella’s hand, Vince followed without hesitation. His goatee was bristling again; his hunch had paid off. Rav was scared to talk…but not too scared to talk if the venue was right.

      The access tunnel was narrow, barely wide enough for Vince to face Rav, and full of pipes bent at odd angles. It smelled of grease and metal and Rav’s unwashed body. But even in the darkness, Vince could see the whites of the boy’s eyes. They were still wide with fear.

      Clunk. Behind Vince, Bella knocked an elbow into a pipe. They all winced at the sound.

      “Well, kid?” Vince asked quietly.

      Rav swallowed audibly. “Couldn’t talk out there. Too dangerous.” The fingers of his left hand tapped out restless commands where his arm hung by his side. “But…” He shrugged. “Figured if you found me we could work something out.”

      In other words, his price had gone up. Vince didn’t bat an eye. He’d expected as much. Heck, he’d have been disappointed in the kid if he hadn’t given this some thought.

      “Fine,” he said. “Tell me what you know.”

      Rav was too short to see around Vince, but he still glanced around as though he expected someone to jump out and grab them. “People been disappearin’ lately.”

      “What kind of people?”

      “Nobody anybody’s missin’.” Rav lifted a thin shoulder in a shrug. “Took us a while to notice some faces were gone.”

      Vince had a feeling he knew where this was going. Somebody was experimenting—and they needed bodies. Preferably bodies nobody would come looking for.

      He wanted to ask if dead bodies had started turning up yet, but held his tongue. Had to let the kid tell him the story first, then he could pry more details out of him.

      “But then…” Rav licked his lips, his voice wavering and sounding oh-so-young. “Somebody came back.”

      Despite himself, Vince felt a chill crawl along his skin. “What happened?”

      “This tall guy showed up in Delta Block. Couple of weeks ago. Looked like a vid star, but he—he kept trippin’ over his own feet.” Rav shuddered at the memory. “He was talkin’ crazy, kept goin’ on about how he was in the wrong body. Said he was a guy I used to hang with. Marishko.”

      Behind Vince, Bella made a tiny sound.

      “He wasn’t there long before They showed up.”

      Vince felt another chill. “They?”

      “Couple of big guys in white coats.” Rav’s shoulders hunched, as though he wanted to make himself small enough to avoid being noticed. “They didn’t say anythin’, just grabbed the guy and poked him with a needle or somethin’. Then they took him away.”

      He met Vince’s eyes, and even in the darkness Vince could see how frightened he looked. “The way he was movin’, it was just like her.” Rav jerked his chin in Bella’s direction. “Where’d you find her?”

      “She found me,” Vince said. “Did you tell anyone?”

      Rav made a scoffing sound. “Ain’t got nobody to tell. ‘Sides, who’d believe me?”

      That was a good point.

      “Anybody else see him?”

      “Sure. Couple of people.” Rav shrugged a thin shoulder again. “Not that they’ll admit to it.”

      Vince expected as much. He allowed his gaze to drift past Rav to the wall of metal pipes as his mind raced to process this new information. It was worse than he’d thought.

      Triage. Vince took a breath. He needed to triage. There was definitely a larger problem here, but it didn’t look like he’d be able to do anything to tackle that just yet. He still needed to find Cara and find out why—

      Vince stilled as the realization dawned on him. He snapped his attention back to Rav. “You said only loners are disappearing?”

      “Uh…yeah.” A hint of confusion colored Rav’s voice.

      Vince shifted to look over his shoulder at Bella. “You don’t fit that profile. Why did they take you?”

      Even in the darkness, he could see the way her dark eyebrows shot up. “You’re asking me?”

      He wasn’t, not really. Vince was thinking out loud, trying to parse everything. His gut twisted; he had the sudden, bone-chilling certainty that he should have left Bella in his office.

      He looked at Rav again. “What else were you going to tell me about the woman you saw?”

      It couldn’t be anything more dangerous than what he’d said.

      Rav shifted uncomfortably, his clothes whispering in the dark. “Thought I saw somebody followin’ her.”

      Bella clapped both hands over her mouth to stifle a gasp. She hit her face harder than she’d intended and the sound bounced along the access tunnel.

      Vince winced again and Rav shrank further into the inky shadows. Vince kept one ear cocked toward the tunnel entrance as he asked, “Are you sure?”

      “Not totally,” Rav said. “But I saw her an’ then I saw him.”

      It would have to do. Vince slipped his hand into his inside jacket pocket and withdrew a handful of credits. He shoved them towards Rav; he wasn’t about to quibble with the kid over the price of this information. “Go someplace safe. You haven’t seen us.”

      To Bella, he said quietly, “We need to get out of here.”

      They needed to get moving. He was almost positive Bella’s new body had come with a tracker installed. The last thing he wanted to do was put Rav in danger. Sources as reliable as this kid were hard to come by.

      Bella didn’t budge. “What about Cara?” she demanded in a frightened whisper. “How are we going to find her?”

      “The old-fashioned way,” Vince said. “We track her. Come on.”
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