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"The first thing a free-spacer learns about Suivi Point," Ignaceu LeSoit said to his companions, "is that the people who keep their money here don't want to have anything to do with the people who help them make it. So they want to keep the scum and riff-raff confined to the spaceport district as much as possible."
"You could say the same thing about Galcen," Beka said. She was taller than either LeSoit or his friend Pav Eterynic, with a long blonde braid hanging down her back, and unlike them, she spoke the common Galcenian of the spaceways with the smooth accent of a native speaker. Eterynic and LeSoit had been old hands on board the Sidh when she joined the crew, and she'd let them take her under their protection for this liberty excursion in the capital city of the Suivan asteroid belt. "What's the second thing that I'm supposed to learn?"
"That one's easy," said Pav. "If something isn't for sale on Suivi, then it isn't for sale anywhere at all."
The glidewalk ahead of them finally started moving.
"Looks like the shopkeepers along here paid for slide service," Ignac' said. "We're getting into a higher-class neighborhood already."
"No class at all would be higher class than this," Pav said. "Next set of blast doors coming up—do we pay the bribe to get through, or make our own fun on this side? I spotted a couple of places off the last branch that looked like they might be okay."
"Right you are," Ignac' said. "If you don't mind paying twice as much for a steamed dumpling and a pot of cha'a as you would downtown for a five course dinner."
"There's other stuff, this side," Pav said. The glidewalk carried them past a young woman who stood outside a storefront with the holosign YOUR FANCY flashing above her. Pav grinned at her. "Hello, doll!"
"Hello, spacer!" the young woman said. "Looking for a good time?"
"No, thanks," Ignac' said. "I had a good time once. I didn't like it."
"Come on, spacer." She nodded her head at Beka. "I'm better bouncy than that one, I bet."
"Yeah, probably," said Beka. "Pav, Ignac'—don't let me ruin your fun."
"I'm on liberty—we're on liberty—for the next thirty-six hours," Ignac' said. "Nothing and no one could possibly ruin my fun. Standing on my head in a cloaca wouldn't even ruin my fun."
"I didn't know you hated the ship that much," Pav said.
"I don't hate her," Ignac' replied. "She's a pretty good ship. It's just that the cloaca would be dirtside."
* * *
The headquarters of Nalosh Guaranty Trust—the third largest bank on Suivi Point, and working hard at making second—lay in the Suivi financial district, hard by Money-Printer's Square. Grevvit Mancinom occupied an office suite there, with real fish in the real water tanks in the outer waiting room, signifying his ability to maintain useless and decorative objects in his working space. Mancinom was in the business of making decisions on his employers' behalf, and his decisions had, over time, proved lucky.
At the moment, however, he was doing nothing more strenuous than half-dreaming at his desk, sipping at his midmorning cup of cha'a and contemplating the early financial reports. The bing of an incoming message brought him to full alertness.
He pushed the button for SPEAK. A synthesized voice said: "Operations calling. High value package located. Decision tree open. Input required."
Mancinom set aside both the cha'a and the financials. Time to do the work he was paid for. "Decision tree. Parameters?"
"Four options." The voice this time was human; whoever was holding down the desk in Operations would have seen the message get picked up, and come on-line to respond. "Just came up on the tree: Operations Raging Manhood, Clever Endorsement, Roly-Poly, and Dead Blonde."
"How do their deniability indices look?" Mancinom asked.
"Deniability's within normal limits for all four."
"What about cost/benefit?"
"Dead Blonde and Raging Manhood come up at the top of the tree for that one."
"Failure mode?"
"Glad you asked that," Operations said. "Failure mode in Raging Manhood has Ahlquist Dahl getting an extra fiver uptick in popularity. Failure mode in Dead Blonde gives us a shooting war between Dahl&Dahl and Suivi Mercantile; bombs in safe-deposit boxes and tellers found in back alleys."
"I'm starting to like Dead Blonde," Mancinom said. Dahl&Dahl and Suivi Mercantile were the first and second largest banks on Suivi Point, respectively. Trouble between them, while unsettling to domestic tranquility in general, could never be entirely bad for their next-closest competitor. "What's the package?"
"Scans from the portside strip report a Level One Registered Incognito passing through the outer blast doors. No further info as yet."
"Right," said Mancinom. Level One Registered Incognitos didn't pass through the scanners every day, even in a cosmopolitan place like Suivi Point. He found it hard to imagine what the holder of one might be doing at the Point's commercial spacedocks. "Well, get further, and meanwhile, patch me through to the executive council. I'm going to need votes."
* * *
By the time the slidewalk had carried Beka, Pav, and Ignac' past the young woman at Your Fancy, she had already forgotten them. A cheery hail of "Hello, spacer!" echoed through the corridor behind them as she addressed the next person passing by.
"None of this is for-real 'dirtside,' you know," Pav said. "Asteroids don't count."
"Why not?" Beka asked. "Dig down far enough, and there's dirt. Or rock, at least."
"Because," said Ignac', "dirt or no dirt, it's still artificial gravity, artificial atmosphere, airlocks, and armor-glass the whole way."
As if to illustrate his point, a double-bolted access hatch slid by to the right, stenciled with the notice: WARNING. NO GRAVITY OR ATMOSPHERE FAR SIDE.
Beka said nothing. Her fantasies of a life in space, half based on her father's stories, half based on holovid romances, hadn't included the guarded airlocks and the garish storefronts, or the smell that wafted on the air currents from the overhead vents. To reassure herself, she looked up at the stars through the transparent roof of the corridor. They were still there, which was good.
"Stop that," Ignac' muttered. "We're almost at the main airlock to downtown. If you look too much like a newbie, the price will go up."
A sign ahead of them flashed,"One Street," and Pav said, "Here's where I say goodbye. Catch you when you get back."
"Be careful," Ignac' said. "Captain'll skin you if you get in trouble."
Pav laughed. "What he said was, 'Don't get in trouble: I can hire new crew cheaper than I can bail you out.' Don't worry, I'll find someone to buddy up with. You stay out of trouble yourself."
"I'll do that," Ignac' said. "'No-Trouble LeSoit' is what they call me back home."
The glidewalk carried Beka and Ignac' steadily away from Pav Eterynic and the commercial spaceport, toward the massive set of blast-doors that restricted access to the rest of the asteroid settlement. After a few moments, Beka said, "Where is home, anyway? You never mentioned."
"I never got that drunk," Ignac' said. "I'm for finding my fun away from the Strip this time—think you can fake being a hotsy-totsy high class lady, Galcen Girl?"
Beka smiled a little. "I think I can handle that."
"Good enough." Ignac' paid the suggested gratuity listed on the plate by the blast-doors for passage-without-body-search, waited for the door to open, and hopped onto the glidewalk on the far side. "Come on, or miss the fun."
The corridor was wider on this side of the main doors, and the shops, though catering to spacers, looked somewhat less tawdry. Ignac' was scanning from side to side, clearly looking for something. He spotted it, and sprinted over to the non-moving walkway that bordered the glidewalk.
He looked back over his shoulder at Beka as she came to join him. "This isn't an invitation. But the next part of this expedition will involve a snug-shack. You game?"
Beka paused and regarded his carefully noncommital expression. "If there's a just-friends option available—then yes, I'm game."
"Just friends," Ignac' agreed. "Okay, here we go."
The sign over the building's doorway advertised "Rooms by the Hour," and the automated panel beside it displayed a list of prices and options. Beka looked at it curiously. Places like this had never featured in her father's tales; she began to suspect that he had edited the stories a bit for family consumption.
"Let's see," Ignac' said, surveying the menu. "One room, one large bed, and … water, one, two, many. I think I'll go with the 'many' option."
"What's the difference between one, two, and many?" Beka asked.
"One is if you want to wash up after, two is if you want to wash up before, and many is all the baths, showers, and hand-washes that you want."
"Real water?"
"Nothing but the best for us spacers," Ignac' said. He slid his pay card into the slot on the machine's face, waited until the countdown reached "enough," then took Beka's right hand and placed it beside his left hand on the scanner screen. A light glowed inside the screen, and the scanner binged.
"There we are," he said. "Your right hand will open the door to room—" he squinted at the screen "—number Fourteen Alfa, for the next thirty-six hours. So will my left hand."
"Just like that?"
"They'll be selling our palm-prints, of course," Ignac' said. "To people who want to know who's come through the port. That's why the room's so cheap. But I figure that anyone who's interested already knows."
He turned back to the street.
"Aren't we going to go in?" Beka asked.
"Not yet. Next step, shopping."
"Shopping?"
"We won't have much fun downtown if we show up dressed in ship's coveralls." Ignac' smoothed down his moustache with his left hand, then offered his arm to Beka in a courtly gesture. "Come, my lady—the galaxy-famed second-hand clothes shops of Suivi Point await our pleasure."
* * *
The executive council of Nalosh Guaranty Trust was in special session via conference flatvid, each member chiming in from his or her own office in response to Mancinom's request for priority authorization.
"What's the consensus?" asked Sahe, the elegant member from Suivi's Tarn Gate district. "Ops likes this one a lot, and I have to say it has its attractions."
Council member Orfan Roos said, "We've been spending a lot of money—"
"Not all that much, actually," Mancinom said. "Less than what gets spent every month on exotic plants and original artwork for the main lobby."
"That's public outreach and support for the arts," Sahe retorted. "Our
image—"
"A lot of money," Roos said firmly, "that needs to be justified by a return, maintaining an address with a years-long paper trail leading back to Ahlquist Dahl at Dahl&Dahl. If we don't use it for something—"
"But is this the best possible something?" inquired yet a third council member. "If it doesn't work, then we've knocked a fraction off our profits for nothing."
"It is necessary to speculate in order to accumulate," Sahe replied. Her image in the members' flatscreens made a shake-and-release gesture with one hand. "Sooner or later one has to throw the dice. I say today."
One by one, the other member nodded in response. "Well, then," said Roos. "Mancinom—how late in the actions can we change from Dead Blonde to Raging Manhood and still be credible?"
"At the point violence becomes necessary," Mancinom said.
"Keep both options open, then, as long as possible. We'll take either course. Now—what's our package?"
"As it happens," Mancinom said, "the package is in fact female, and is in fact blonde. I think our luck is in." The members' flatscreens switched to showing a grainy image of a young woman in a spacer's coverall. A time-tick in the corner showed that the picture had come from that morning's security cameras at the portside locks.
"You're the best one to judge," Roos admitted. "What more can you tell me?"
"That the clock's running. Ship's patches on the suit she's wearing tell me that she'll be away again in less than thirty-four hours."
"Who's that walking beside her?" Sahe asked. "With the moustache."
"Same ship designation," Mancinom said. "An expendable. If we go with Dead Blonde, he's history. If we go with Raging Manhood, he's the outrage that'll fuel the assassination of Ahlquist Dahl."
"Poor Ahlquist. Either way, he's not going to have a happy day."
Roos snorted. "'Poor Ahlquist' my ass. He was the node-point of a three percent decline in our fortunes over the last two quarters. Mancinom, you've got project lead—do we go for Raging Manhood or Dead Blonde?"
"Dead Blonde's on top by five points," Mancinom said.
"Dead Blonde it is then. Brief us again in thirty-four hours."
* * *
An hour after they had left the snug-shack, Beka and Ignac' returned carrying packages wrapped in yellow paper and tied with string. Careful shopping had netted them dirtside clothing that fit them well enough for a night on the town. None of the garments had labels, but Beka could see where they'd been snipped out; she was willing to bet that a deep scan of the fabric would reveal the designers' watermarks.
"You or me?" Ignac' asked as they entered the snugshack lobby.
"Let me," Beka said. "It'll do both of our reputations no end of good."
She reached out her right hand and touched the back wall of the lobby, inside the outlined palm-plate. Part of that wall slid up, revealing a dimly lit hallway.
"I feel so wicked," Beka said, as the outer door slid closed behind them.
"Oh, you are wicked," Ignac' said. "Trust me on that. Our room should be … there."
He nodded to where the flickering blue script beside another palm-plate read 14A. Again Beka palmed the plate, and again part of the white-metal wall slid up, revealing a room beyond. Beka entered and tossed her purchases onto the center of the large bed in the center of the room. Then she took a step back, put her hands on her hips, and said, "I sure hope you didn't pay a lot for this."
"No more than I was willing to," Ignac' said.
He tossed his packages onto the bed next to hers. The room's water facility was a plain slab with a drain in the far corner, a nozzle pointing straight down from overhead, with a convenience made of stainless steel beside it. Neither shower nor convenience had any screen or covering around them.
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