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      Tracy caught her first glimpse of him in the casino lounge. The only guy she couldn’t see.

      His broad-shouldered, athletic build and shimmering green hair were clear enough, but not a single thought leaked. With nothing for her to read, he seemed invisible.

      No matter. Hundreds of suckers were always passing through the space station. She only needed to select a few each night—and, of course, check the Syndicate’s watchers for suspicion.

      Tracy meandered through gaudy rooms, gambling a few times for appearance’s sake. So many bodies—the air reeked. A winner’s cheer crowed above incessant chatter. She ignored it all, sifting and analyzing thoughts that flowed on currents only she could perceive. Then, she passed Joe in a crowded aisle so their touch would look accidental. He downloaded her information: the faces of likely prey; their preferred games and strategies; how much money they had; and how desperate, stupid, or confident they were. Joe took it from there and fleeced them—careful not to win so obviously that the Syndicate would take notice.

      Job done for tonight, she sauntered past the Thief Limb Removal station, as though she feared nothing. Its burner glowed, as always. Such an effective deterrent that she’d only seen it used once. Or felt it, really. She’d almost given herself away that night when the pickpocket’s agony had come searing into her mind.

      She headed for an obscure, dark corner of the lounge, where she could escape the revulsion that spilled from any who saw her. Four years of working the casinos had dulled the sting of rejection but never let her forget it.

      “Can I buy you a drink?”

      Tracy jumped and spun to the voice behind her. Mister green-hair, of course. No one else could sneak up on her. His black shirt stretched to cover his biceps. Wisps of silky green wove through the fabric. Expensive.

      He took a step back. “Sorry, miss. Didn’t mean to startle you.”

      She had overreacted. Better fix that. “It’s just—no one offers to buy me drinks.” The reason should be obvious now that he could see her face.

      “No? A snack then.” His lips stopped moving, but a whisper reached her ears. “If you’re done working, of course.”

      The blood drained from her face. Barely stopping her gaze from darting to the burner, she double-checked the crowd. No one’s thoughts included an image of her. “I’m a patron, you idiot.”

      “Yeah, that’s necessary, considering your skills.” He pointed to a secluded table. “You better sit down, Tracy. Fainting attracts attention.”

      She let him guide her to a chair. He knew her name, too? What was he? A Syndicate informer? A blackmailer? She must figure out his angle. Pick-pockets just got their hands burned off. Thought-readers like her got their heads charred to a blackened skull.

      He tapped something into the order terminal and pressed his hand to the ID scanner. “My name’s Vigard. I won’t inform.”

      Her shoulders relaxed. Blackmail she could survive. “I don’t have money.”

      “I imagine that’s true.” He smirked. “But Joe, with those innocent blue eyes, rakes in a bundle.”

      She stared at him as a servobot delivered food and drinks. Did he know everything? She took a sip of her drink, a baby sour—no alcohol. What kind of guy was he? She wished he were pumping out thoughts like everyone else, but oh, it was fabulous not to sense revulsion.

      “Joe keeps the money.” She took a snack chip and dug into the meaty dip, then popped it into her mouth.

      “Figured that. Otherwise, you’d have gotten those scars fixed.”

      He had to bring it up? She tilted her head, letting her straight, black hair slide forward like a veil. One side of her face was a mess from deep abrasions. A jagged gash marred the other from brow to lip. Whoever had patched her up, did a clumsy job sealing the wound. One eyelid didn’t close right, and her smile was downright gruesome. She ate to avoid answering.

      Vigard took a sip of his drink. “How’d it happen?”

      “I’m not really sure. Just woke up with my head aching like it would explode and no memory. Joe found me and took me to his place. By the time I could think straight, I realized he—he knew about me.” She grabbed another chip. “He’s sort of decent. Protects me and pays for necessities, as long as I give him information. I suppose that’s what you want, too. Who are you, anyway?”
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