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      Every table in the noodle shop was full. Finder Vince Grable didn’t think they ever had a slow day here.

      A buzz of conversation filled the eatery, broken only by the occasional burst of laughter. Soft, unobtrusive music played in the background. Wait staff in black trousers, white shirts, and black vests darted here and there through the dim circles of golden light cast by round golden lamps that hung above every booth and table. Most carried trays laden with plates and bowls of delicious food.

      Vince leaned back against the slick royal purple material that covered the seats in every booth, though on his seat it was wearing thin in a few places, and inhaled deeply. The familiar tangy smells of garlic, peppers and soy sauce met him, with a mouthwatering undertone of cooking meat—real and plant-based. His stomach gave an appreciative rumble.

      As far as he was concerned, Pho’s Noodle Shop on Level 5 in Zone 4 was one of the best places to eat on Zyga Space Station. He wished Mr. Pho, the owner, could expand and open a restaurant in Zone 5 so he could eat there more often. As it was, he could only occasionally make the trek to Zone 4.

      Reaching for his glass of ice water, Vince took a measured sip and swallowed. The cold liquid burned a trail down to his stomach while he looked around the noodle shop. It had been a month or two since he’d last been able to get away and come here for dinner. First because business had been non-existent and he’d not been able to afford it, and then because business had picked up and he was so busy he almost couldn’t keep up with his new caseload.

      Nothing much had changed in his absence. Pho’s Noodle Shop was as comfortingly the same as it ever had been, catering to the inhabitants of Zone 4 as well as the spacers and tourists who flooded in and out of Zone 4’s many docking bays.

      Even in the dim lighting, as Vince glanced around, he guessed that approximately half of the patrons were either spacers or tourists. The tourists were usually easy to spot; they tended to dress differently than your average Zyga Station inhabitant. As far out of the way as the Cartha system was, news of fashion trends usually arrived faster than the actual ability to imitate them.

      The spacers, too, were relatively easy to pick out. Some of that was also their attire—boots and special thermal clothing that helped keep them warm—but it was more an attitude. There was just something about them that screamed that they’d spent serious time traveling through the cold, lonely vacuum of space.

      And then there were the gamers.

      Vince spotted a few of them amid the tourists and spacers, but most of the gamers were citizens of Zyga Station. They were ensconced in the corners of their booths, eating mechanically while immersed in worlds that took them far, far away from their present surroundings. Some were bent over handheld devices, while others wore special headsets with sleek visors and earpieces.

      As far as Vince knew, immersive gaming was a thing across the galaxy, but it seemed more prevalent on Zyga Station. Maybe it was the fact that the space station had been built alongside a massive mining operation and young people didn’t have much hope here of improving their lives. Vince wasn’t sure.

      What he did know was that the bulk of his business came from locating gamers who’d lost themselves to reality, dropped off the grid and vanished. Sometimes family members were the ones who hired him, and sometimes people the gamers had robbed in their quest to continue their addiction.

      His stomach rumbled again, making him glance hopefully in the direction of the kitchen. He was so ready to eat dinner.

      There were perks to the massive pickup in his business. He’d gotten a new assistant out of it. Bella Escovedo, as her shiny new identcard proclaimed her, was currently manning the office in case any prospective clients dropped by in-person.

      Vince would have brought her along to have dinner as well—he considered it one of his life’s goals to introduce people to Pho’s Noodle Shop whenever possible—but Bella didn’t need to eat anymore. She only tasted things.

      One of the downsides to being a human consciousness stuck inside an android body.

      Vince cast a glance down at his comlink, which lay on the shiny black lacquered tabletop at his elbow, but it was silent and still. Bella hadn’t texted him for any reason—and neither had anyone else. He breathed a sigh of relief and settled back comfortably into the stiff purple cushion of his booth. It was after regular business hours, and nobody needed him for anything.

      Looked like he’d get to enjoy his dinner in peace after all.

      Catching movement out of the corner of his eye, Vince glanced sideways in time to see a solemn-faced young man in the noodle shop’s black and white uniform expertly come to a halt beside his table with a tray balanced on one hand.

      “Pho’s Beef Special and dumplings?” he asked in a low, deep voice.

      “That would be me.” Vince’s stomach rumbled again as the familiar, delicious smell of his favorite dish met his nose. His mouth started watering in anticipation.

      Most of the meat available on the Station was plant-based, but you could get real meat from animals—provided you could pay for it. This particular meal was a special treat because it contained real beef.

      The waiter unloaded the tray, placing a gleaming white plate filled with steaming noodles, thin strips of marinated beef, and colorful vegetables covered in tangy sauce in front of Vince. He then placed two smaller ancillary dishes around the main plate. One held more sauce, while the other held a mound of steamed dumplings.

      “Thanks.” Vince looked up with a smile, already reaching for his chopsticks.

      “Enjoy.” With a curt nod, the young man tucked his tray under his arm and vanished into the dim alley between Vince’s table and the next, which held a young couple who only had eyes for each other.

      Closing his eyes and bowing his head in a brief prayer, Vince then dug into his meal. His first bite was heaven. The beef—it had been months since he’d last eaten any—almost melted in his mouth. Combined with Pho’s signature sauce, it tasted exactly the way he’d been dreaming of for weeks.

      He spared a thought for Bella as he took another bite. It really was a shame she couldn’t enjoy this too. Though she assured him she was fine with tasting things and had no real desire to eat, he could see the look in her eyes every once in a while. She missed eating.

      Even if she didn’t need to anymore.

      Vince was reaching for a dumpling when someone abruptly slid into the other side of the booth across the table from him. He froze with the dumpling in his chopsticks, looking across the table with surprise.

      His waiter had joined him. The tall, solemn young man folded his hands on the table and fixed Vince with a dark-eyed stare. “You are Vince Grable, the Finder, right?”

      “I am.”

      “Thought so.” The young man’s fingers tightened, his dark brown skin lightening around the knuckles with the strain. “I’d like to hire you to find my little brother.” He paused. “And when you find him, I’m going to kill him for what he’s done to us.”
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      Half a dozen thoughts raced through Vince’s mind. Chief among them was a mournful thought that at this rate, his expensive dinner was going to be stone cold before he got to enjoy it. Silently, he set the dumpling down on his plate and studied the man sitting across the table from him.

      He pegged the waiter to be in his early twenties, with a slim build and a look in his dark brown eyes that said he’d seen far too much of the darker side of Zyga Station than he should have at his age. He had a round face, a shock of curly black hair, and his dark brown skin was a few shades lighter than Vince’s own. The way he’d handled the tray told Vince that he’d probably worked here for a while, though the Finder wasn’t sure he ever remembered seeing him before.

      The young man also looked dead serious.

      Vince lifted an eyebrow in polite surprise. “You want to kill your brother?”

      The waiter nodded.

      “You do realize that’s against the law, don’t you?”

      “I don’t care.” The young man’s hands clenched even tighter. “You don’t know what he’s done.”

      After the many years he’d spent working on Zyga Station, Vince could imagine, but he tactfully refrained from commenting. Instead, he shook his head slightly. “I don’t find people so that my clients can kill them.”

      Put them in jail, perhaps, or send them to treatment facilities, but not arrange things so they’d end up dead.

      At least as far as he knew.

      A look of frustration crossed the waiter’s face; his mouth pursed and his eyes flashed. “I don’t—I’m not—” He huffed out a breath, pent-up anger suddenly gleaming through the cracks in his solemn facade like a glimpse into a vat of molten metal at a refinery.

      Vince recognized that anger. It was the anger of someone who’d had all they could take from someone they loved and didn’t know where else to turn. He drew in a breath, let it out slowly, and made his decision.

      “You mind if I eat?” He nodded down to his plate, which was still steaming faintly. “While it’s hot?”

      The waiter blinked at him, his thoughts temporarily derailed. “No. I—uh—” He shook his head, shifting uneasily in his seat. “I’m on break.”

      Vince nodded and deliberately relaxed back into his seat, trying to put the younger man at ease. He picked up his dumpling again. “Why don’t you tell me what happened?”

      His waiter eyed him, and then he inclined his head in a sharp nod. “My name is Corwin Antwerp. I’m training to become an electrical engineer, but I’ve worked part-time here—” he waved a hand to indicate the noodle shop, “—for three years to help my momma pay bills and keep our apartment.”

      The dumpling tasted just as good as he’d anticipated. Vince chewed happily, even as he listened to Corwin’s story.

      “It’s been me, Momma, and my brother Dent ever since Dad died.” Corwin shook his head. “He worked for the Corps, got killed in some freak accident. I was seven.”

      That, too, was not an uncommon tale on Zyga Space Station. Zyga Mining Corporation—the Corps—as everyone called it, was the largest employer in the Cartha system.

      “Anyway,” Corwin shrugged, as if to dismiss the memories, “it’s just been us three since then. Dent’s two years older than me, with what Momma’s always called a boatload of potential.” A shade of bitterness colored his otherwise flat tone.

      Swallowing a bite of noodles and vegetables, Vince reached for his water again. “I’m guessing you don’t think he’s used any of this potential?”

      “It’s not just me.” Corwin’s dark eyes flashed. “Ask anybody—they’ll all tell you that Dent’s never amounted to anything. He wanted to, when we were kids, but in high school he’d rather play games than do his work.” He slashed an impatient hand through the air. “That isn’t the problem—every kid would rather play games than study. The problem is that he never grew out of it.”

      Vince used his chopsticks to take another dumpling and dip it into the sauce. “What did your momma want him to do? Work for the Corps?”

      “Heck, no. She didn’t want him anywhere near the Corps. He’s good with machines—she wanted him to get a job with the shipyard. Good money, if you know what you’re doing.”

      That wasn’t surprising either. Vince swallowed the last of his dumpling and nodded to Corwin. “Who are you training with?”

      “Roda Enterprise.” Corwin jerked his head in the general direction of the docking bays five levels below them. “I want to help keep the docks running.”

      Roda Enterprise. Vince didn’t let a flicker of anything show on his face; he had far too many years of experience. But he did wonder…

      “That’s how I heard about you, in case you’re curious.” Corwin lifted one corner of his mouth in a grim smile that went nowhere near his eyes. “The business with little Gemma Roda’s kidnapping and all a while back. I’m good with faces.” He jerked his chin toward Vince. “Remembered yours.”

      “That would make sense.” Vince stabbed a slice of carrot with the tip of one of his chopsticks, a little tension stealing into his large frame.

      The second-largest employer on Zyga Station, Roda Enterprises belonged to Terrell and Jewel Roda. A few weeks earlier, their only child, a five year-old little girl named Gemma, had been kidnapped and Jewel had hired Vince to find her. Vince had succeeded, but in the process he’d also found evidence that linked Terrell Roda to an old freighter and her crew that had vanished a decade earlier after stumbling across one of the largest unknown asteroid clusters in the Cartha system. Roda Enterprises had then claimed that asteroid cluster.

      The court case was still in preliminary stages; it would no doubt last for months. Roda Enterprises was still functioning as usual, but their stock had taken a severe hit. A ripple of uncertainty and anxiety had swept out across Zyga Station. If the CEO was found guilty of murder and the entire asteroid cluster Terrell Roda had built his company—and his fortune—on turned out to rightfully belong to the Juggernaut’s crew, where did that leave all of Roda Enterprise’s employees?

      It was an intended—and unforeseen—consequence to Vince’s side quest for justice.

      “Anyway,” Corwin waved his hand again, sweeping Roda Enterprises out of the way, “the past few years, my brother’s just gotten deeper into trouble. If it was just the fact that he couldn’t stay off his game for ten minutes straight, it’d be one thing, but…” His mouth tightened. “He started gambling too.”

      A wave of sympathy coursed through Vince, stealing some of his enjoyment of the bite of beef he’d just taken. “It happens,” he said after he swallowed. “More often than people like to admit.”

      What followed was the usual list of complaints. Having used up all of his own money and then some, Dent had charmed more money out of their mother. When she finally put her foot down, he resorted to creative ways of stealing it instead.

      But the final straw? The final straw was the loan he’d taken out against their tiny apartment—a loan he’d forged in their mother’s name and that had interest payments nearly as high as their actual monthly rent.

      Corwin and his mother had only found out about it the same day the first interest payment was due—coincidentally the day Dent packed up his belongings and vanished.

      “He’s never gonna change,” Corwin said dully. His hands, still resting on the table, were clenched into fists again. “He’s never gonna to do anything to pay all that money back. And as long as he’s alive, he’ll keep finding ways to screw us over.”

      “So that’s why you want to kill him?” Vince leaned back against his seat again. “So he can’t take anything else from you?”

      “He’s killing Momma,” Corwin said softly, but with a hard, implacable core of steel in his voice. “I can’t stand by and watch that.” He shook his head. “Not if I can do something about it.”

      Vince nodded thoughtfully. His gaze traveled past Corwin and the circle of soft light that enveloped their table to scan the rest of the noodle shop. Some of it was habit; even if he wasn’t consciously looking for anything, his subconscious tracked everything.

      After a few seconds, he looked back at Corwin. “It won’t work, you know.”

      “What?” Corwin’s forehead scrunched in confusion. “Finding him?”

      “You killing him.”

      Vince had already anticipated the stubborn, mulish way Corwin set his jaw. Through gritted teeth, the younger man ground out, “Why not?”

      “Because even if you got away with it—which you might,” the Finder added, raising a hand, “although the odds are heavily against you— you’d have to live with that the rest of your life.” He paused, then said gently, “You’d have to either tell your momma what you’d done, or else damn her to spend the rest of her life mourning one of her children and wondering what really happened to him.”

      The Finder looked the younger man dead in the eye. “Are you prepared to live with either of those choices?”
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      For a long moment, Corwin stared back at him, silent and unmoving. His eyes, however… In his dark eyes, Vince saw the battle raging within. Whatever Dent’s sins, Corwin loved his brother. He also loved their mother.

      All at once, something broke inside Corwin. The stiffness in his shoulders collapsed as he slumped forward and put his hands on his head. His elbows thumped on the table’s black lacquered surface. In that moment, he looked like what he was—a scared, grieved young man who’d been carrying the weight of the galaxy around on his shoulders for far too long.

      “What do I do?” His voice emerged from his throat in a choked whisper. “He can’t—I can’t—”

      Vince pushed his half-finished plate aside and leaned forward to rest a fatherly hand on his shoulder. “Corwin, you’re a good son. And a good brother.” He paused to let that sink in. “I know how hurt and angry you are. I see it all the time.”

      He paused again, a wry smile tilting the corner of his mouth. “And believe it or not, you’re not the first prospective client who’s wanted me to find someone so they could take them out.”

      A weak chuckle escaped Corwin. He raised his head, and Vince saw that his dark eyes were wet with unshed tears. “I don’t know what to do, Finder.” He sat up, clearly trying to pull himself back together. “Are you saying you won’t help me? You won’t find him?”

      “No.” Vince shook his head. “That’s not what I’m saying at all.” He waited until the young man looked at him again. “What I’m saying is that there’s another way.” He allowed himself another wry smile. “A way that won’t end up with him dead, you in prison for murder, and your momma losing both her sons.”

      A spark of hope flared to life in Corwin’s eyes, though he immediately buried it, as though afraid to let it show lest he be disappointed. “Like what?”

      “Like—”

      “Corwin,” said a stern voice.

      Vince and Corwin both glanced to the side, where a short, slight figure had materialized just outside the circle of soft, golden light cast by the lamp hanging over the table. The man moved a little closer, revealing himself to be none other than Mr. Pho himself, the restaurant’s owner.

      He gave Corwin a sharp look before fixing his black, steely gaze on Vince. “Is everything all right here, Finder?” He gestured to Corwin. “He’s not bothering you, is he?”

      So Mr. Pho knew who he was as well, beyond the casual recognition of an occasional customer. Vince filed that tidbit of information away for future reference, even as he shook his head. “Not at all. Mr. Antwerp here said he was on break and we were just having a conversation.”

      “I see.” Mr. Pho’s gaze traveled back to Corwin and lingered, as though he had the vague notion that something was going on and he wasn’t quite sure whether Vince was covering for his employee or not.

      Corwin glanced at his wrist before looking up at his boss. “Two minutes, Mr. Pho, and I’ll be back at work.”

      Mr. Pho seemed to make his mind up all at once. Nodding once to Corwin, he then addressed Vince. “Please enjoy.”

      “I am, thank you.” Vince motioned to his plate. “I always enjoy my meals here.”

      Mr. Pho bowed slightly and then vanished into the dim shadows between tables.

      “I’ve gotta get back to work.” Disappointment clung to Corwin’s voice. He shook his head slightly. “Don’t know why the old man got antsy. Been one of his best workers for three years.” He slid out of the booth, looking unhappy.

      Vince understood. They hadn’t gotten to finish their conversation. He picked up his comlink, held it up for the young man to see. “I’ll give you my comm frequency. Call me this evening and tell me the rest of your story. I meant it when I said there’s another way. Or you’re welcome to come by the office if you want.” He shrugged. “Just thought I’d save you the trip.”

      Corwin produced his comlink from his pocket and they exchanged comm frequencies. “I’ll call you.” The young man glanced over his shoulder, as though checking on Mr. Pho’s whereabouts. “I get off at nine.”

      “That’ll be fine.” Vince motioned to his table. “When you get a chance, I’d like a pot of tea, please.”

      “Sure thing.”

      Snapping back into work mode, Corwin strode away from the table into the restaurant’s interior, leaving Vince to consume the rest of his meal in peace. A few minutes later, the young man returned with a tray bearing a teapot, tea cup, and an assortment of sweeteners, which he placed in the center of the table before vanishing again.

      Vince poured himself a cup of green tea and then polished off the rest of his dinner in thoughtful silence, letting the gentle ambient music and the buzz of dozens of different conversations eddy around him. He did want to hear the rest of Corwin’s story, though he knew he could probably fill in the missing blanks himself.

      As he’d told the young man, this wasn’t the first time he’d heard a story like this. It happened all the time on Zyga Station. All the time. Way more often than the media ever bothered to report.

      People tried to escape their drab, dismal lives…and wound up trapped in addictions that dragged them to even lower depths than they’d been when they started. Ruined lives and shattered families abounded.

      Vince had seen that same pain and grief in Corwin reflected in dozens of clients over the years. And, just like his other clients, he didn’t want to see Corwin make a mistake that would haunt him the rest of his life—in more ways than one.

      Idly, he wondered exactly who Dent owed. That would have an impact on how he, Vince, handled this particular case.

      A faint flicker of amusement curled through him. Look at you, he thought. Not even officially on the case and you’re already thinking about the best angle of approach.

      Shaking his head at himself, Vince used his last dumpling to soak up the last delightful bit of sauce on his plate. He chewed slowly, savoring the dumpling, and then reached for his tea. When his cup was empty, he tapped the narrow blue rectangle in the center of the table. It was glowing slightly, but brightened at his touch.

      A holographic checkout panel sprang to life above his empty dishes, showing him the balance owed for his meal. Vince pulled a credit chip from his wallet, which he kept inside the breast pocket of his favorite brown leather jacket, and inserted it into the holograph. He paid, adding a tip for Corwin, and then rose from the table.

      As he wound his way through the restaurant, which was still as full as it had been when he’d first arrived, the Finder reflected that it was still early enough that he had time to drop by the Docking Bay and visit a friend who worked there. He had plenty of time to get back to his office before Corwin’s shift ended.

      He wasn’t expecting to be waylaid just before he reached the noodle shop’s exit.
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      “Finder!”

      Vince turned at the sound of his name, spoken in a sharp whisper. Surprise flashed through him at the sight of Mr. Pho’s short, slight figure. The noodle shop’s owner stood near the front exit, as though he’d caught sight of Vince coming and had been waiting for him. His back was straight and his face expressionless, but his steely black eyes were alight with worry.

      “Mr. Pho.” Vince inclined his head in a nod. “What can I do for you?”

      “I need to speak with you a moment.” Pho glanced to the left and the right before beckoning Vince to follow him. He strode right out through the door into the boulevard corridor beyond.

      Bemused, Vince followed.

      This early in the night-cycle, the broad corridor that ran through this Level of Zone 4 was filled with a steady stream of pedestrian traffic and silver transport pods. The hum of dozens of different conversations in multiple languages provided a steady backdrop of sound, and underneath this lay the faint, ever-present comforting hum of Zyga Space Station itself. The glowpanels in the overhead far above had dimmed slightly, signaling that evening had begun, which made the flashing neon colors of the signs belonging to the shops and eateries scattered up and down this portion of the corridor stand out even more.

      Mr. Pho did not stop until he was a good three meters away from the entrance to his noodle shop, near a little recess that separated his eatery from the entrance to a stretch of offices that formed the next section of this side of the corridor.

      Drawing himself up to his full height, which was a good foot and a half shorter than Vince’s own, he turned to face Vince. “I know what Corwin wants to hire you to do.” He shook his head earnestly. “You can’t do it, Finder. You mustn’t do it.” He waved a sharp hand through the air. “That boy has been through a lot, but he’s not a killer. He’s emotional, and he hasn’t thought through the consequences. This—”

      “I agree.”

      “—will absolutely devastate his mother and destroy his life and—” Mr. Pho stopped suddenly, realizing too late that Vince had spoken. He blinked at the Finder. “What?”

      “I said I agree.” It was Vince’s turn to shake his head. “He’s not a killer. Besides,” he gave Mr. Pho a wry look, the kind of look that said the noodle shop owner should know better, “I don’t find people just so they can be murdered.”

      Mr. Pho had the grace to look abashed. He stared up at Vince, wringing his hands together. “I just don’t want to see Corwin throw his life away on his—” he pronounced several words in his own language, “—brother. He has too much potential.”

      “And he’s one of the best workers you have,” Vince added with a small smile.

      “Exactly.” Mr. Pho didn’t even blink. “I’ll hate to lose him someday when he graduates his training, but I want him to do well. He’s got potential.”

      “Mr. Antwerp and I had not quite finished our conversation when you arrived,” Vince said mildly, “but I was about to tell him that I believe he has another option. A legal option,” he added, when the concerned, borderline alarmed expression on Mr. Pho’s face did not alter.

      The noodle shop owner seized on that word, however, with all the fervor and relief of a man in an environmental suit catching a rescue line when he was on the verge of drifting out into wild space and being lost forever. “Legal.” He took a deep breath, his dark eyes shining. “You’re sure?”

      Vince nodded, his gaze flicking sideways as a group of teenaged boys passed a little too close for comfort, one of them bumping him in the process. He caught the hand that attempted to delve into his pocket, his strong fingers closing around the boy’s wrist.

      “That’s a bad habit,” he said softly, raising an eyebrow at the teenager, a lean boy of fifteen or sixteen, with light brown skin, messy dark hair, and a smirk that had morphed into an alarmed grimace. “The kind of habit that could get you into a lot of trouble down the line.”

      The boy’s eyes flicked in the direction of his gang of friends, but they were already several meters away. They hadn’t realized yet that he’d gotten caught. “S-sorry,” he stammered. “Won’t happen again.”

      Vince doubted that, but he nodded once and released the teenager’s wrist. In a flash, the boy melted back into the flow of traffic streaming up and down the corridor.

      The Finder then turned back to Mr. Pho. As though the interruption had never occurred, he said, “I’m sure. Although I can’t make any promises regarding what happens to his brother—depends on just what kind of trouble he’s gotten himself into.”

      The noodle shop owner flicked his fingers through the air, as if to say he’d expected that. “Good.” He took a breath, let it out in one quick huff. “Good. You’ve relieved my mind, Finder.”

      He looked up at Vince, his expression almost-but-not-quite apologetic. “Thought I knew your standards, but…you know how it is.” He raised and lowered his shoulders in a quick shrug.

      “I understand.”

      With a sharp nod, Mr. Pho started to move past Vince, intending to head back into his restaurant.

      “Wait,” Vince said suddenly.

      The shorter man stopped and shifted to face him again. His expression had returned to its usual impenetrable calm.

      “What can you tell me about Corwin Antwerp’s family?”

      Mr. Pho blinked once, twice, and then shook his head. “Not much. He’s worked for me for three years. In that time, I have met his mother once or twice when she came here for dinner. She is a lovely lady. His brother has come in a couple of times—usually to beg for money. The last time he was here, he made enough of a scene that I told Corwin I would call Station Authority if he ever darkened my door again. Other than that?” He raised one shoulder in a shrug. “I know nothing.”

      “Thank you.” It wasn’t particularly helpful; Vince had the distinct sense that the noodle shop owner could have elaborated a bit further. Still, it at least confirmed the basic details of Corwin’s story. He nodded to Mr. Pho. “Dinner was delicious, as always.”

      A hint of a genuine smile broke across the other man’s smooth face. “I am glad to hear it.” He offered Vince a short bow. “Please come back.”

      “Oh, I will.”

      They parted ways, Mr. Pho hurrying back to tend to his restaurant, and Vince turning his steps in the direction of the main elevator bank a number of blocks away. He chose to walk instead of hailing a transport pod. His half-formed notion of visiting his friend at the Docking Bay could wait for now; he needed to get back to the office and do a little research before he heard from his would-be client.

      In his experience, it was always good to know as much about a client as you could in case there were any…surprises.

      Not that Vince expected strange things from Corwin Antwerp. It was just a habit that had saved his skin a few times—and he was partial to his skin.
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      Seen from space, Zyga Space Station resembled a giant wheel floating against the backdrop of the star-studded vacuum on one side, and the gas giant Cartha on the other. A glassy Rim formed the Station’s outermost ring. It connected to five spoke-like Zones, which housed living quarters, the Station’s small manufacturing base, an Agricultural Department responsible for growing most of the Station’s food, and ports for the never-ending flow of space traffic.

      A giant orb known as the Core formed the heart of the space station. It housed the Station’s engine, life-support systems, and other important machinery, as well as more living quarters. Fifty meters out from the point at which Zone met the Core, a smaller ring called the Hub formed a second connection between the Zones.

      The Hub was Vince’s current destination. From there, he would travel back to Zone 5, where his office and the tiny apartment he called home were located.

      At this time of the evening, there was a short queue of people waiting in front of the massive synthglass elevator bank that stood in the center of Zone 4, providing access to every Level. Each Zone had its own elevator bank, and there were elevator banks in the Core as well. In the Core, elevator transport from Level to Level was free, but out in the Zones, it had to be paid for.

      As Vince swiped a credit chip and pushed through the turnstile to join the queue of people waiting for an elevator cab, he reflected that someday someone ought to investigate what Zyga Transport Authority was doing with all the money they made. There was no way it was all going back into the Station’s infrastructure.

      Though the bulk of the Core was by far the worst-maintained part of Zyga Station, there were signs of disrepair in the lower levels of each Zone. Small things, like patches of rust on bulkheads, or the occasional elevator cab that had a little hitch in what should have been a velvety smooth ride.

      They were the kind of things you got used to seeing on a daily basis and didn’t think much of—until you went someplace like the Rim or the upper levels of a Zone. Then the stark difference stood out in all its shiny, gleaming glory.

      Again, Vince thought to himself, that’s human nature. The people at the top get the best of everything, while everybody else gets to content themselves with the leftovers.

      When the elevator cab disgorged him and a handful of other Station residents on Level 22, Vince marched down to the Hub and hurried along the walkway to the entrance to Zone 5 with quick, distracted steps. On his trip to the noodle shop, he had taken a moment to appreciate the spectacular view of space from the synthglass viewports that ran along both sides of the Hub’s bulkheads, as well as the colorful red, blue, gold, and green mosaic patterns that formed the walkways.

      Now, however, his thoughts were turned inward, contemplating Corwin Antwerp and his family.

      Eventually, Vince reached Zone 5’s elevator bank and rode it up to Level 7. He then hailed a transport pod and rode it back to his office. He could have walked—perhaps should have walked, after that scrumptious dinner he’d just consumed—but he was anxious to get back to the office and do a little digging before Corwin called him. (Or showed up in person. That was a distinct possibility, especially given how serious the young man seemed about hiring Vince.)

      Transport pods were sometimes hit and miss when it came to general cleanliness. Zyga Transport had standards, but those standards didn’t always account for patrons with overactive body odor or too much perfume or cologne. When Vince climbed inside his silvery pod, he sniffed the air tentatively as he settled down on the dark green cushion. To his relief, the air smelled only of faint traces of cleaning agents and that general mechanical smell that seemed to permeate every transport pod.

      He gave the pod’s onboard AI the location of his office and settled back as the pod expertly whisked him through wide corridors across Level 7. Along the way, he texted Bella to let her know he was on his way back. His new assistant didn’t mind staying after normal business hours, but Vince was trying to encourage her to branch out socially a little.

      He fully acknowledged that was hard for a woman who now occupied an android body—particularly when androids were currently illegal aboard Zyga Space Station

      After a few moments, the pod slowed to a halt in front of his office. A small sign hung over his door. Vince Grable, Finder. Vince paid for his ride with a swipe of a credit chip and disembarked. The pod immediately pulled away and vanished up the boulevard in search of another fare.

      The tangy smell of soy sauce and garlic from an eatery a few blocks along the boulevard drifted through the cool air, but he was still too comfortably full from dinner to appreciate any more food. It did, however, bring the almost ever-present tickle in the back of his throat to life. Zyga Station’s airscrubbers did a good job of filtering odors and particulate matter from the Station’s air, but Vince had discovered almost since the moment he’d arrived that whatever remained still bothered him.

      Thank God for the ability to purchase and install private airscrubbers. He couldn’t wait to get back in his office and breathe cleaner air.

      Vince strode briskly up to his office door, casting a quick—but thorough—glance around, assessing his surroundings. The wide window that ran along the front of his office was dark, but that didn’t mean anything. It was one-way synthglass he’d installed expressly to avoid prying eyes.

      People streamed up and down the sidewalks on both sides of the wide corridor. Some were returning from work, others heading to work, and still others out for a bit of shopping or to eat. The Finder glimpsed a few familiar faces—individuals who traveled this same route this time every day—but nothing suspicious jumped out at him.

      Not that he was expecting trouble. He just liked to keep a healthy awareness of his surroundings.

      Unlocking the heavy metal door of his office with a touch of his hand and a keycode, Vince stepped inside. He took in everything with a glance—the office was empty, save for his assistant—and then nodded to Bella, who sat behind her jade green desk by the door.

      “Hey, Boss.” Bella greeted him with a smile. “How was your dinner?” Tall and willowy, with long, glossy black hair, she was easily one of the most beautiful women Vince had ever seen. She had pale skin and dark, almond-shaped eyes set in a heart-shaped face.

      In another life, she’d been a cleaning lady. Now, her consciousness trapped in an android body, she had a new identity and worked as Vince’s assistant.

      The loss of her old life—and the circumstances surrounding it—still grieved her, but Vince thought Bella was coping tolerably well. The fact that she no longer had a grocery bill meant she was able to put more into her clothing budget—and it showed. Today, his assistant wore black slacks over high-heeled black ankle boots and a soft, sapphire-blue sweater that draped in all the right places.

      Vince had been concerned about those boots that morning—when he’d first met Bella, she’d tripped over her own feet and fallen flat on her face. At the time, she’d been so unused to her new body that her klutziness practically knew no bounds, but in the weeks and months since then, she’d gained a fair amount of control. As far as he knew, she hadn’t tripped once all day.

      “Dinner was excellent, albeit a little interrupted.” Vince tapped the doorpanel to shut the door behind him and then locked it. He forewent his usual security protocols—the way his goatee was tingling right now, he had a strong feeling that Corwin Antwerp would be dropping by later.

      “Interrupted?” Bella’s forehead crinkled in a frown, then smoothed in comprehension. “You picked up another client?”

      “Maybe.” Vince headed across the office to the jade green sideboard that ran along one of the pearly gray walls. A drink maker and a small basket holding an assortment of his favorite teas sat there, waiting for him. Made from recycled material, the sideboard matched both Bella’s desk and his desk, which sat in front of the window. (Although he’d never quite worked out why they had to be jade green—Zyga’s admittedly small manufacturing base had the capability to make other colors.)

      Next to the sideboard was the door to the office’s tiny hygiene unit. On the wall perpendicular to it, sat a comfortable brown couch with a little glass stand next to it that held an aloe plant. The discreetly hidden door that led up to Vince’s apartment above the office stood beside it.

      On the wall perpendicular to Vince’s desk stood his filing cabinet, also jade green. (At least it went well with his beige carpet.) The furniture had been cheap, however, which partly explained how he’d ended up with it all. You didn’t have much of a budget when you were just starting out as a Finder.

      And in the years since he first arrived on Zyga Station, he’d had good seasons and bad seasons, but none good enough for him to justify going out and buying brand-new replacement furniture. Everything did its job; he just had a lot of jade green.

      True, his business had been going gangbusters the past couple of months, but that was something new. An aberration… and Vince didn’t trust aberrations. Just because he was up to his ears in work and he’d made more money since taking Bella on as an assistant than he had in…well…forever…didn’t mean that the fountain would continue.

      After all, he’d practically been flat broke that first night Bella knocked on his door.

      No, Vince thought as he brewed himself a cup of jasmine tea, best to keep expense low and bank all that money for a rainy day.

      That was the life of a freelancer. Feast or famine—there was never any in-between.
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      Carrying his steaming tea over to his desk, Vince settled down into his comfortable office chair and brought his computer terminal to life with the touch of a finger. He glanced over at Bella. “Day’s over—you’re more than welcome to go home.” He smiled lopsidedly. “Not paying more overtime tonight.”

      “What, leave before this mysterious ‘maybe’ client shows up?” Bella raised her eyebrows at him. “Not a chance.”

      “Bella…” Vince set his tea down on his desk. “As much as I appreciate your work ethic, there is more to life than work.”

      “Is that the rule you live by?”

      She had him there. Vince put on a stern expression. “This—” he motioned to his office, “—is my life. I’m married to it.” It was his turn to raise his eyebrows. “You’re not.”

      Bella rolled her eyes, a little too dramatically, and slumped back in her own chair. “What am I supposed to do?” She shook her head, sending strands of glossy black hair flying. “I can’t contact any of my old friends because they all think I’m dead or something, and I can’t go back to any of the places I used to spend time—on-Station or on the ComNet.” Her full red lips twisted into a bitter smile. “You’re the only friend I have, Boss.” Her slim shoulders rose and fell in an eloquent shrug. “I don’t know what else to do.”

      Vince blinked at her, taken aback. When he’d considered her situation the past few weeks, it had seemed so simple. She just needed to get out and find some things she enjoyed, and meet people in the process.

      Now, however, the full scope of her problem began to dawn on him like the first radiant glimpse of the sun peeking around the gas giant Cartha. How did you make friends as an adult? What had he done?

      To give himself time to think, Vince reached for his tea and took a sip. He regretted that immediately—it was too hot. Restraining a wince at the flare of pain in his scalded mouth, he set the tea back down on his desk.

      How did people usually make friends after they moved someplace else? Coworkers? Neighbors?

      “To be honest,” he said, “I’m probably not the best person to ask.” It was his turn to shrug. “I don’t exactly have what most people would consider a normal social life.”

      “I’ve noticed.” Bella’s voice was very dry.

      “But, again, that’s because of work.” Vince waved a hand in her direction. “It doesn’t have to be like that for you.” He leaned forward, his expression earnest. “There’s gotta be something you enjoy doing—or would enjoy trying—where you could meet people.”

      His assistant considered him for a long moment, her lips pursed. “Maybe.” She glanced away. “I don’t know. And I guess part of it is I just—” she waved a hand to indicate herself; her fingernails were long and silver, “—want to make sure I have control before I spend a lot of time around people.”

      Vince inhaled sharply. She didn’t want anybody to figure out she was anything other than fully human. He nodded. “I can understand that.” He offered her a small, gentle smile. “I just don’t want to see you waste your second chance at life.”

      Bella looked at him, her eyes widening, before grief flooded her features. If she’d been back in her old body, she’d probably have started crying. But this android body, as far as they could tell, didn’t shed tears. Instead, she only nodded and ducked her head.

      “So you’re going home?” Vince eyed her over his desk, reaching for his tea again.

      “Not a chance.” Bella flashed him a wicked grin. “Told you, I want to hear about this client.”

      “He may not show up in person,” Vince cautioned. “He’s in Zone 4—there’s an excellent chance he’ll just call.”

      Bella spun a lazy half-circle in her chair. “Then you can tell me about him.” She folded her long, graceful arms behind her head. “Either way, you’re stuck with me, Boss.”

      This was a losing battle if Vince had ever seen one. Shaking his head, he turned back to his computer terminal. The light smell of his jasmine tea filled the air, calming him, and being back in his office with its extra-scrubbed air had already worked its magic on his breathing. The tickle in the back of his throat was gone.

      While he searched for more information on Corwin Antwerp and his family, Vince gave Bella a quick run-down of his evening. His assistant was just as intrigued as he was.

      “I wonder if his brother owes money to one of the Families.” Bella tapped her cheek with a long, silver fingernail.

      “If he does,” Vince said grimly, “he picked the wrong place to hide.”

      The Bok Family and Oswari Family controlled the Core, which was roughly split into two territories. They had an uneasy truce, but both Families’ influence snaked through the rest of Zyga Station.

      Bella nodded. “So you think it’s more likely Dent owes money to a two-credit subsidiary?”

      “He probably ranks a little higher than two credits, but yes.” Vince’s goatee was tingling. “That’s my gut assessment based on what little I know so far.”

      Bella nodded again, her expression going distant.

      Vince wondered if she was thinking about her cousin Cara. Cara had gotten too deeply involved in a game and ended up owing money to the wrong people. She’d tried to settle her debt by selling Bella to the head of the Bok Family’s eldest son—which had resulted in Bella ending up in an android body. Cara herself was probably dead now.

      The hair prickled on the back of Vince’s neck; he pushed the memories of that night away. He didn’t want to think about any of that, especially right now.

      Half an hour later, Vince had little enough to show for his time. As far as living a law-abiding life was concerned, Corwin and his mother, Tisha, were quite boring. Their online footprint was small and cut-and-dry. Corwin had left out a few minor details, such as the fact that his mother had spent a year or two working as a hostess at an exclusive restaurant on Zone 4’s Level 2 before her husband had died, but the rest of it seemed to check out.

      Dent, on the other hand…

      Vince whistled under his breath. Corwin’s older brother had a large online footprint. It wasn’t difficult for the Finder to trace the path Dent’s life had taken since high school—all he had to do was follow the wreckage and complaints. And that was before he even read through Station Authority’s full record on Dent.

      Just as Vince had told Corwin, it was a familiar story. The Finder rubbed a hand over his face, ending with smoothing his goatee. A familiar sad, tragic story featuring a young person who’d ended up throwing his life away. There was a chance Dent could recover—but he had to want to recover. He had to be willing to work for it.

      And, given the fact that Dent had just up and disappeared rather than own up to his sins, Vince doubted he was interested in recovery.

      The door chimed softly, drawing both his and Bella’s attention.

      Bella sat bolt-upright in her chair, looking excited. “He came!”

      Despite the fact that he didn’t want her to waste her life, Vince couldn’t deny that a part of him was warmed by Bella’s enthusiasm for the Finding business. Over the months since he’d hired her, he’d discovered it was really…nice…to work with someone who enjoyed his work as much as she seemed to.

      Vince reached for the small panel in the corner of his desk that triggered a pop-up holographic vid feed from the cam mounted above his door. “It could be someone else.”

      Bella just shot him a look that said, Are you kidding me?

      He needn’t have bothered.

      It was Corwin. The young man had changed into street clothes—a bright red jacket over light-wash jeans and a white shirt—but there was no mistaking that serious round face.

      Rising from his seat, Vince went to answer the door.
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