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			chapter 1

			 

			 

			A lush swell of music, a terrifying crash of orchestral thunder, and the makeshift stage scintillated with blue and gold lightning-sparks spraying down from on high. Draped in brilliant purple robes crossed by garish red and green sashes, dragging silver and gold trains behind, the baritone scurried stage left like a perfect-pelted seal pursued by cash-starved hunters, terror writ large upon his face. He slid to a stop before a bright orange door and yanked on it in vain. Turning to face the audience, he threw his forearm over his forehead to show just how vain the attempt had been.

			“I am a prisoner!” he wailed in key. 

			He whipped about, robes swirling at his feet, and bolted stage right for another door, this one a warm, radiant yellow. He traversed the bare metal floor in a few giant strides, his magnetic boots keeping him on the floor in the feeble gravity, the fabric of his costume fanning as though caught by a divine wind. He nearly tripped over his hem not once but twice.

			In the wings, stage manager Kazimir Kapitan, a short, rotund, balding fellow far less menacing than his name, bit his knuckles and averted his eyes. He knew what would happen. Any moment, the baritone would stomp on his own garment and face-dive on the stage. Nose gushing blood, writhing in pain, the singer would be rushed to the medical facility. Shaken by the disaster, his understudy would turn in a miserable performance. Refunds would be demanded. Reputations would be destroyed. 

			The curse! Kapitan silently agonized. The curse! The cursed curse had dogged the opera company ever since that stupid altercation on Titan. It could strike at any moment. Like, say, now. He closed his eyes and chewed his fingers a bit more, as though such chewing might forestall the worst.

			Astonishingly, when he found the courage to look again, the worst hadn’t happened. Not yet. Rather, the almost-falls added a curious verisimilitude to tormented King Nabucco’s panic.

			The baritone—a fellow inexplicably named Chicxulub, according to the program auto-downloaded to every patron’s wrist computer—hauled on the yellow door. It, too, refused to budge. Anguished, he dropped to his knees, and the orchestra fell silent. A hush filled the theater.  As though on cue, the entire audience held its collective breath. Then a single flute twittered. 

			“Mighty Jehovah, forgive me!” the king moaned, lifting his countenance not to God but to the balcony, or rather to what in a real opera house would have been the balcony. Here, four appendages resembling giant metal litter boxes had been bolted to the wall. Metal ladders ascending straight from the main floor provided access to the litter boxes. 

			Suffice it to say, no cats would ever visit them. No, in these boxes sat people, excessively important people who ordinarily wouldn’t have consented to climb even one rung up a ladder, especially not to sit in a litter box. Dressed in brilliant reds, golds, blues, whites, pinks, oranges, and greens, they formed a virtual rainbow suspended above the dull gray theater.

			Chicxulub—that is to say, Nabucco—shot an imploring look at the stage left box where sat Roberto Maccarone, owner of Space Operatic, alongside dignitaries from the Oort Territory Thirty-Seven government and the StarBright Energy Corporation. As he implored, the music softly rose. “God of Judah, your Temple and altar shall rise again! Save me from this torment and I will change my ways!”

			And so forth and so on, all sung in Commonspeak for the benefit of those not familiar with Verdi’s Italian, which was to say the entire audience.

			Unlike Kapitan, Maccarone beamed. Act Four, and all was perfect! He loved how Chicxulub had pretended to trip several times. When had they last made it this far without catastrophe despoiling the production? He couldn’t remember, nor would he dwell on it. This performance could finally put Maccarone on the artistic map, especially with these fine ladies and gentlemen in attendance. The Oort Territories infamously lacked for culture. Success here wouldn’t just be a feather in his cap. It would be a coup of epic proportions. Appropriate, he thought, for the operatic form.

			Nabucco finished pleading with God and rose, radiant with hope. Casting about, he spied an electric blue door at the back, stage center. He strode for it, head held high, as the music rose triumphant and his voice rang out: “Open, now, door of destiny!” 

			Whereupon the door tottered and collapsed, flexing in the middle just before it slapped the stage like a wet sponge. 

			Kapitan covered his face in his hands and moaned, “No, no, no, no . . .”

			Chicxulub looked down at the shoddy door in surprise, but with his back to the audience he had time to regain his composure. Meanwhile, the collapse had revealed the dashing, black-clad, full-bearded singer essaying Abdallo, Nabucco’s loyal servant. Abdallo hesitated but a moment before gathering himself up. He strode onstage followed by four soldiers in glittering gold and copper armor. “My Lord,” he intoned, “where are you going?”

			In Maccarone’s box, the dignitaries turned inquisitive looks on their host. He didn’t miss a beat. “Divine intervention. A miracle signifying that God has accepted Nabucco’s prayer.”

			Artemus Worthington, StarBright’s Director of Marketing, raised a skeptical eyebrow. “Really.” 

			Once attention returned to the stage, Maccarone slumped for a moment, then quickly righted himself. He dared not let the sentiment creep into his conscious thoughts, but somewhere deep down he knew that it could have been much worse.

			And the opera wasn’t over.

			 

			“Mr. Fang?”

			The voice was nervous and young, the voice of someone who knew he was too low on the totem pole to interrupt someone so high on the totem pole. Whatever a totem pole was. The voice’s owner looked the part, too: five and a half feet tall, skinny, with a face that couldn’t decide whether it was under or over twenty years old.

			Mr. Fang sighed and looked up from the computer display embedded in his desktop. The lines on his vaguely Asian face suggested he had a problem. In truth he had several, the most irritating being his name. People called him Fang. Rather, people who didn’t know enough to be afraid of him, people like Roberto Maccarone, called him Fang. Everyone else called him Mr. Fang because they’d heard Roberto Maccarone call him Fang.

			That was not his name. His name was Mr. Feng Shui Land. 

			Actually that wasn’t his name, either, but everyone in this lunatic business used pseudonyms. Feng Shui Land was catchy and clever—not that any of the cretins surrounding him understood its cleverness—and should have been easy to remember. Only due to a slip of Maccarone’s tongue during the worst meeting of Land’s life, he’d ended up having to answer to Fang, or at best to Mr. Fang.

			“Yes?” He made it sound like air escaping a balloon.

			The nervous young interloper shivered at the sound. “The curtain’s down. You said you wanted to know.”

			“Damages?”

			“Just the back door. It sort of, well, flopped.” He made a vague flopping motion with his hand.

			Land grunted. “No loss there. Cheap material, shoddy construction. I’m surprised it stood up at all.” He returned his attention to the columns of numbers on his computer screen, not because he wanted to look at them but because he didn’t want to look at other people, especially not insignificant other people.

			The young man shifted his weight, apparently expecting something more: new orders, praise for a job well done, a cookie, anything. But nothing was forthcoming, so he finally made another vague motion, this one back the way he had come, and said, “I guess I’ll, uh.”

			“Thought you already had,” Land said without looking up. 

			When several minutes later he did look up, the messenger was gone. By then Land was pondering the second of his problems: he was the properties master for Space Operatic, a business perpetually plagued by cash flow problems. How he was supposed to keep them in props he didn’t know, especially when Lady Luck regarded their productions with about as much favor as antelope regard lions.

			The tale of woe told by the numbers on the screen was deeply tragic, but it paled in comparison to the third of his problems. He hated—no, he thought, hated wasn’t strong enough. He despised life in the Oort Territories. He’d taken this position two decades before to become part of the culture scene. The culture scene in the Oort Territories ranked somewhat below that found in most petri dishes. Worse, the place was cold, dark, and especially dark. When you’re two thousand astronomical units from the sun, he grumbled to himself, you need a spotlight to see what you’re having for lunch.

			All these problems would vanish like a nightmare upon waking if only Maccarone would take them back to Mars. On Mars they’d been building a reputation—specifically, a reputation not based upon disaster after disaster. On Mars it wasn’t always dark, although it wasn’t exactly balmy. On Mars, nobody had called him Fang.

			Okay, they had called him Fang, but only at the very end, only after that meeting where Maccarone had said Feng but made it sound like Fang, and everyone laughed except for Land, and not five minutes later Maccarone told them he was moving the company to Titan where, it turned out, Lady Luck couldn’t follow. In one meeting, his life had been ruined.

			It dawned on him that it would stay ruined unless he forced Maccarone’s hand.

			 

			“The music was passable. I guess.” Artemus Worthington tested the imitation gravity by lifting his right foot a few centimeters off the metal floor and letting it thunk down of its own accord. The resulting clank of metal sole on metal floor disconcerted him, as did everything about facilities on dwarf planets and the smaller shards of ice populating the Oort Territories. As far as he was concerned, civilized people were meant to live on space stations, where everything including the gravity could be properly controlled. This wasn’t even gravity. Magnetism. A cheap substitute. People only stayed on the ground if they kept their shoes on.

			“Some bits were fairly dramatic.”

			Worthington didn’t look at the fellow who’d offered that appraisal. Directors of Marketing didn’t have to look at script writers, and this guy, this Perry Pauli, barely qualified as a script writer. He was merely some vague relation to StarBright Energy’s Chair and CEO Santamonica Amarillo, which was the only reason he’d scored a ticket to this lame excuse for a party.

			Besides Worthington and Pauli, four others stood before the gaping window overlooking the alleged spaceport. A barely adequate facility, it was the only spaceport on the oversized snowcone designated TDY-41093-RRP, a lump of soot-contaminated ices just large enough to be compressed by gravity into a sphere. StarBright mined places like this, extracting hydrogen and other goodies from the frozen organics. Here they’d built facilities to support mining operations, including dingy-cramped office space, dingy-cramped living quarters, and dingy-understocked commercial venues. The six visitors were as enamored of the place as they were of stomach flu.

			“Dramatic,” Worthington said, sotto voce. Instead of eyeing Pauli, he eyed the only other important member of their party, Chelsea Liwanu, Culture Minister for Oort Territory Thirty-Seven. A slight woman with an austere visage, Liwanu, unlike most people here in the cold dark of the next-to-last circle of hell, wore black all the time. Worthington suspected she liked to be invisible against the background of space, the better to ambush others.

			“Some of it, I guess,” she replied without interest.

			Worthington glared at the tarmac which, in spite of the dark, clearly didn’t harbor a spaceship. “Why isn’t the transport here yet?”

			“Useful for commercials,” Pauli added, his voice filled with hope.

			Liwanu eyeballed Pauli as a disappointed teacher might a daft student. “Space Operatic is here to raise morale, not make commercials.”

			“They’re here to sell tickets,” Worthington snapped. “Where’s the facilities manager? What am I doing here, anyway?”

			“You were invited.” The Culture Minister offered him a grim smile, as though she thoroughly enjoyed watching him writhe under torture. Which, he knew, she did.

			“No kidding.”

			“Didn’t raise his morale,” muttered Liwanu’s appointments secretary, a plump fellow with a face bearing an odd resemblance to a manatee’s. Liwanu smacked him on the arm, a rebuke he took with amazing aplomb. “Hey!”

			Pauli drew himself up to his full height, which wasn’t impressive but probably made him feel vaguely assertive. “We could use them. That Macaroni fellow—”

			“Maccarone,” Liwanu corrected.

			“—would make a great spokesman.”

			“At least Nabucco had an escape door,” Worthington grumped. He had no use for an opera company or the owner thereof, no matter how charismatic. What he really needed was one more body on the board of directors, a loyal sidekick who would unhesitatingly follow his lead, a yes-man too stupid or too desperate to question him. He wasn’t going to find such a stooge standing around here.

			Liwanu looked out the window and up into the darkness. She pointed. A pinprick light had appeared in the sky: the transport beginning a cautious descent in the feeble gravity. It brightened with almost imperceptible leisure. “Forget Maccarone,” she told Pauli. “He’s a purist. Even if he needs the money, he’d be too stupid to take it.”

			Watching the light grow, unsure that it actually was growing, Worthington pondered that, and thought, Hmm.
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			Chapter 2

			 

			 

			Dawn broke clear and bright on TDY-41093-RRP.

			Actually it didn’t.

			Rather, every light in every room in every facility anchored to the surface of that ball of ice snapped on at precisely oh-six-hundred hours. The automated event qualified as sunrise regardless of whether your particular room happened to be sun-facing or blackness-of-interstellar-space-facing. Location didn’t matter. That blazing star in the sky on the sun-facing side was the only difference. True, it was bright enough to cast weak shadows, but who bothered to look at the sky here anyway, even if a window did happen to be available?

			Somewhere in the labyrinthine guts of the administrative facility, the employees of an opera company groaned, rolled over, pulled sheets over their heads, cursed the light, and really cursed the lack of controls to shut it off. They’d had a long night creating a modest success and then celebrating it. Now wasn’t anywhere near time to greet a new day, especially an imitation/artificial one.

			Roberto Maccarone, however, was up with the “dawn” and loving it. Success! Glorious success! “All you need,” he crowed at the walls, “is ignorance and confidence and the success is sure!”

			Wait a minute. Who’d said that? He scrounged through his memory for a few moments before coming up with it: Mark Twain. Good writer. Nevertheless, probably not the most appropriate quote.

			It didn’t matter. He was happy! He quickly pulled on one of the dull green jumpsuits his company had been issued and felt a bit less happy. Standard work garb, he’d been told. Nobody wanted to soil their fancy clothes crawling through a mining facility. Maccarone hated the outfit, as would the rest of his people, but it didn’t matter. He had to set a good example. Besides, he’d wrangled free lodging and meals in exchange for cut-rate ticket prices for the miners. His crew should be elated that they didn’t have to sleep on board their cramped little ship, the Ponchielli, not to mention the facility’s food had to be an improvement over ship’s fare.

			And speaking of food . . .

			He ventured forth, drab jumpsuit and all, in search of sustenance, which proved to be no mean feat. Upon their arrival a few days earlier, they’d received the standard base orientation. Good thing, too, because Maccarone found the facility’s layout as confusing as hypermodern opera. The tangle of identical corridors assaulted his eyes in cacophonous dissonance. Not to worry, they’d been told. They’d soon figure it out, and until then just tap a wall and name a destination. This would conjure navigation lines on the floor in fluorescent orange (administrative offices), yellow (work sites), or blue (amenities) to guide them to their destination. Maccarone wondered what chaos might ensue should the whole opera company simultaneously ask directions. The image of tangles of lines wending through the maze suggested an idea for an opera. Hypermodern, of course.

			Whatever. 

			He tapped the wall and said, “Breakfast,” and a soft blue glow lit the floor, snaking into the distance. He followed it down corridors, around corners, and up a flight of stairs, quickly losing all sense of direction. The endpoint proved to be a big silver panel in the wall.

			Nobody had told him about this. Maccarone studied it for a moment. 

			There was nothing to study. It was just a big silver panel in the wall. 

			He tapped it and said, “Three eggs, sunny side up. Three slices of bacon, crisp. Orange juice. Coffee.”

			Nothing happened.

			Tap. “Eggs.”

			Nothing.

			Tap. “Bacon.”

			Nothing.

			The next tap came on his shoulder. He jumped.

			Whether the tapper was man or grizzly wasn’t clear. Whichever it was, it was huge, towering over Maccarone by almost a foot, with a bushy mustache, a bushy beard, bushy eyebrows, and hair down to its shoulders. “Swipe your ID,” the creature said.

			“ID?”

			The bear-man’s eyes narrowed. “Got one, doncha? Shouldn’t be here if not.”

			“Oh. Yes. Right here.” Maccarone searched the jumpsuit’s fifteen or so pockets and came up empty. “Maybe I left it in my room.”

			“You’re with that music group, yeah?”

			“Yeah, er, yes. Roberto Maccarone.” He extended his hand, although he wasn’t sure he relished the prospect of a handshake with the giant. “Owner of Space Operatic.”

			The other regarded him, possibly thinking, “I liked the performance,” possibly thinking, “I’m going to eat you bones and all,” then accepted the handshake. Maccarone’s hand survived it, just barely. 

			The bear-man smiled, slightly. “Wasn’t half bad. Here’s how it works. Get your card, hold it up here, then the machine will give you the menu. Pick what you want, but you can’t go over your limit.”

			“What’s my limit?”

			“It tells you. Gotta go. Wasn’t half bad.” And the bear-man trundled off.

			Massaging his hand, Maccarone thought he might be well advised to start this day over again.

			 

			Rank apparently had its privileges out here in the Oort Territories. Maccarone’s limit proved higher than that bestowed upon other members of his company. By the time he retrieved his ID and returned, others were lined up at the silver panel, so by nonchalant shoulder surfing he could see what the dictatorial device allowed them. Discretion being the better part of employee relations, he rationed himself as the machine rationed the least of them. 

			Reaching the head of the line, he placed his order. The device hummed as though happily knitting a pair of socks, then a portal silently opened and a tray slid out. The dining area, if it could be called that, was little more than a wider part of the corridor stuffed with abused metallic tables and roughed-up metallic chairs. Rotten ambiance, but then this was a mining colony. Stage hands and chorus members, anyway, looked happy, and it wasn’t hard to guess why. They all talked in awed tones about how little had gone wrong the previous night. Maybe, just maybe—so the speculation ran—the curse had finally lifted. 

			Maccarone indulged in small talk for a time, then excused himself and made for the spaceport where Ponchielli was docked. On board, he wound his way to his cramped little office. As he entered, he waved to the lines of holophotos adorning the walls: past performances, great singers, great musicians, great composers. At the heart of the lineup, Giuseppe Verdi smiled serenely from the largest photo in the most ornate gold and silver frame. “Signore,” Maccarone acknowledged. “You would have been proud.”

			Verdi seemed to nod approval. 

			But to work. He squeezed into the chair behind his desk and palmed the computer screen embedded in the desktop. The machine woke, illuminating his face with a friendly bluish light. With a few deft taps, he summoned his appointments secretary, Snow Hill. Then, while awaiting her arrival, he pondered his next steps.

			He needed money.

			Government money.

			Lots of it.

			Not that this was a problem. Nobody had mastered the art of courting public largess like Roberto Maccarone. Had he not charmed, wheedled, cajoled, and otherwise wangled sufficient funds to build an opera house in the middle of Mare Tyrrhenum—-the one on Mars, not on Earth—-where others had failed to wrest even a single obol from those tight-fisted bureaucrats who controlled the planetary coffers? 

			Yes, he had. Granted, the resulting facility lacked the palatial extravagance of his dreams: no grand stairways, no cavernous auditorium lit by massive chandeliers, no excess of space for cast and crew, no entrance flanked by massive Corinthian columns. The actual thing had been a blocky structure where the company fought over every cubic millimeter. A paltry two hundred could jam into its undersized seats, and only ten VIPs could squeeze into the two skyboxes. But it had been his very own opera house nonetheless, fully funded by the planetary government. That, to Maccarone’s mind, was victory. Even Fang had pronounced it a coup, and very little ever impressed Fang.

			Snow Hill’s entrance interrupted these thoughts. Snow Hill’s entrance always interrupted any thoughts that were being thought. Although probably somewhere in the vicinity of fifty years old, she looked no more than twenty, a shapely twenty adorned by the latest, most elegant, most form-fitting fashions, a cool smile always playing on her lips, a twinkle always in her brown eyes, her long dark hair always spilling down her back like a—-well, not exactly like a waterfall, since waterfalls weren’t that color, but yes, rather like a waterfall anyway.

			“You called, sir?”

			That was something—okay, another thing—Maccarone liked about her. She always called him “sir.” Her efficiency, too. He loved that. Nobody in the universe could manage a schedule as she could.

			“I need to meet with Culture Minister Chelsea Liwanu today, preferably over lunch. Reserve a table at the best restaurant available. My treat. Tell her I want to thank her for giving us the opportunity to perform.”

			Snow Hill tapped at a mysterious device hidden in her lapel. Maccarone had always wondered about it. What technological marvels lurked within its tiny innards? Whatever it was, whatever it did, it seemed to work magic. No matter how vague or confused his instructions, his secretary always understood, remembered, and executed without flaw.

			“Anything else, sir?”

			“That’s it. Our future hangs on this meeting.” He leaned back, then leaned forward, suddenly worried. “Don’t tell the Culture Minister that.” 

			She smiled her cool smile, and he wished he could take back that last part. She hardly needed to be told. But she didn’t mind. She never minded. “I’ll do what I can, but it’s very short notice. Finding a table may be tricky.”

			“I know, but it’s critical. Strike while the iron is hot, as the old saying goes.” He narrowed his eyes in puzzlement. “Whatever that means.”

			“Shall I gather that intelligence?”

			Maccarone laughed. “No, it’s not important.”

			“Sir.” She turned to go, but paused for a backward glance. The playful look in her eyes could have melted all the ice in the territory. “The trip to Territory HQ takes two hours. You’d better change right away. That jumpsuit wouldn’t even seduce a lady miner.” 

			Her choice of words hardly registered. Maccarone scrutinized himself as she slipped away. She was right. He cut a dashing figure if he did say so himself—and indeed he did from time to time: tall, lean, Mediterranean, thick black hair, Mephistophelean eyebrows, and a smile that could charm Ebenezer Scrooge himself into making a contribution to the rich orphan’s fund. But this jumpsuit—horrid! Bulky, baggy, a monochromatic monstrosity. No woman could resist Roberto Maccarone when, properly dressed, he fired up the charm. In this getup he’d never ignite anything. 

			No, what he needed was his Sunday best—although it wasn’t Sunday and he didn’t know what the day of the week had to do with it anyway. Where did all these bizarre expressions come from? 

			Never mind. 

			What he needed, regardless of the calendar, was his best burgundy and blue suit. Cut in the latest style, pale gold frills scampering down the lapels, faux emerald and amethyst buttons flashing on the sleeves, it never failed to impress. Well before their luncheon was over, Liwanu would be throwing money, and possibly herself, at him.

			Aglow in the warmth of such happy thoughts, Maccarone decided he could spare just a few minutes for more mundane matters: financial projections for the coming season. The computer screen responded to his touch, allowing him to wander through a sea of numbers, his mood inclining him to the good in them. They were friendly numbers, whispering that all was well with his world, just as he had known it would be. So in tune were they with his thoughts that he nearly missed the one black cloud on the horizon: a memo from Fang requesting three times the budgeted amount for properties.

			What was this, now? A joke? But Fang wasn’t half that jocular.

			Maccarone sent a request for further information. The reply came so quickly it almost knocked him out of his chair:

			 

			“The failure of the door in last night’s performance points out systemic issues in materials procurement and construction techniques. It’s only a matter of time before a significant failure occurs during a performance, jeopardizing the reputation and perhaps the very existence of Space Operatic. If the budget cannot be reconfigured to provide an adequate level of support for properties, we must convene a meeting of the board to discuss repercussions and seek potential solutions.”

			 

			 

			Oort Territory Thirty-seven Headquarters moseyed about the sun in a painfully long, painfully slow orbit not too far removed from that of TDY-41093-RRP. “Not too far removed” in the Oort Territories meant over 1.6 million kilometers, a journey of not quite three hours on a ship equipped with fusion-jet propulsion powered by hydrogen mined right here in the Territories by, of course, the StarBright Energy Corporation. 

			A sprawling complex of metals and plastics, HQ looked from the outside like a messy collision of giant bug-eyed monsters, limbs stretched every which way, transparent domes scattered about like creepy eyes pointing all the wrong directions. The whole assemblage rotated to provide artificial gravity, although the angles of the arms caused some areas to have fairly wonky gravity useful for research projects but not so much for walking.

			HQ provided living and working space for Territory government officials as well as a home for the StarBright Energy Corporation. StarBright’s executives and corporate staff lived, worked and played here, Artemus Worthington among them, although one couldn’t say he ever played and some wondered whether he ever really lived. He did work, though, seemingly nonstop, and if ever he did stop, he quickly became miserable.

			 At the moment he wasn’t miserable. He was plotting. Enthroned on the most advanced auto-ergonomic executive chair money could buy—a high-backed, navy blue contraption with positioning and movement controls hidden in each arm—he surveyed his vast office. Gold and silver chrome walls reflected the solar spectrum light emanating from LED panels in the ceiling. The carefully-crafted curves of the wall segments threw rainbows of color onto key points on the light green carpet and natural wood furnishings. Worthington fancied the effect to be reminiscent of a primeval forest on Earth, although he’d never seen one.

			Today in his faux forest, two key staff members plotted alongside him.

			“Froebisher won’t play,” Mina Ramsden told him. “She’ll know you’re up to something.” Her face had a droopy cast, not because she was unhappy but because pretty much all of her pretty much always drooped. Even her golden hair drooped.

			Worthington took her droopiness as a given. She’d served as his executive secretary for the past seven years and had proven her worth time and again. And of course she was right. Acting Chief Information Officer Lena Froebisher had more brains than the rest of the board combined, excepting only himself and Chairman Amarillo. Fingers steepled before his expressionless mouth, he mulled that over.

			The other coconspirator, Soumanwolo Jue, sat straight and tall, distinguished, important, smirking with confidence. Even his bright red and gold suit smirked. Clearly if he didn’t know it, it wasn’t worth knowing. As Worthington’s financial guru, he probably shouldn’t have been here, but his fingers found their way into nearly every matter of importance to the boss. His assessment was simple: “We need her on our side.”

			Worthington pondered that, too.

			“Impossible,” Ramsden told him. “It’s a meritless claim.”

			“So we find better merits.”

			“We can’t make up facts.”

			Jue smiled. “Why not?”

			“You’re off your rocker if you think you can pull the wool over Froebisher’s eyes.”

			Worthington unsteepled his fingers. “What was that?”

			Ramsden drooped toward his desk. “What was what?”

			“Rockers falling off woolen blindfolds. What does that gibberish mean?”

			“It means he’s crazy if he thinks he can fool her.”

			“Why does it mean that?”

			Ramsden shook her head and drooped back in her chair. “How should I know? The point is, we can’t convince Froebisher to back us with such a weak claim.”

			Jue cocked his head at Worthington but didn’t press the argument.

			“No,” Worthington agreed. “But Lena is vulnerable. Without me she doesn’t have sufficient backing to secure a permanent appointment, and I don’t want her in charge of Information Command as long as she’s against me. She’d have too much power.”

			“So offer her a deal,” Jue suggested. “You back her if she backs you. She gets the position she wants, you get control of security. And thus you win. Guns always trump computers.”

			Ramsden pulled herself out of her permanent slump long enough to say, “Not good enough,” and then fell back into it again. “She’ll demand evidence. We don’t have any.”

			“Some of these incidents are sabotage,” Jue told her pointedly. “Management’s pathetic denials notwithstanding.”

			“Which don’t translate into rebellion. It could be one fool miner who doesn’t like the color of his company-issue undershorts.”

			Jue waved off Ramsden’s protest and addressed Worthington. “Spin it right and rebellion it is. Which leaves the board where? Earth refuses to spend money on security out here. The territory government only has under-trained cops with water pistols. Company security is a joke. They only worry about information systems. The mercenary network you’ve cultivated is the only force capable of putting down insurrection.”

			Worthington’s gaze slid from Jue to Ramsden, who seemed to be pouting, although he knew she wasn’t. She was deep in thought. He allowed her fifteen seconds before prompting, “Well?”

			“We need a spy among the workers,” she said.

			 “We have informants.”

			“We can’t trust any of them with something this big. We need an outsider, someone the locals won’t suspect but who owes you big time. With that you might—might, mind you—learn enough to convince Froebisher of the danger.”

			“And if there isn’t any danger?” Worthington asked.

			“There is,” Jue insisted.

			“But if there isn’t?”

			When Ramsden met Worthington’s eyes, their intensity almost knocked him from his chair. “Then your spy will have to create it.”

			Hmm, Worthington thought to himself.
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			Chapter 3

			 

			 

			To the bear-man, the facility’s theater resembled a giant cargo container into which had been bolted seating, smaller containers dressed up to look like litterboxes—er, skyboxes—and a shelf big enough to serve as a stage. In fact he was right, but then nearly every room on TDY-41093-RRP looked like a cargo container of some size or another with odds and ends bolted into it, mainly because that’s what nearly every room on TDY-41093-RRP was.

			Moreover, he thought, the theater shouldn’t be called a theater. Ninety five percent of the time, its function rotated from temporary equipment storage locker to recreation area to meeting room. Only rarely did a performance brighten its existence. Right now it hosted a meeting, albeit unofficially. Management knew neither that the bear-man was there nor that sixteen of his coworkers were with him. Had they known, the lot of them would have been packed off to the penal colony on Proteus, Neptune’s second-largest moon.

			“Let’s get started, Murdock,” someone grumbled.

			The bear-man, Josh Murdock, nodded and motioned at the man who’d prompted him. “Go on, then.”

			“Okay, so slow work so far. It takes some thought to get around the security vids. This new generation is smarter than the last one.”

			“They finish installing them?” Murdock asked.

			The other, Arne Slocum, was a man as physically different from Murdock as a salmon was from a grizzly. Shortish and wiry, Slocum had a good ten years on Murdock and was arguably the brains of the outfit. Murdock thought of him as a sort of father figure but never mentioned it to anyone because he knew Slocum would resent the suggestion of age. “About. A few old ones still cover the South Pole sector, but nothing much of interest is down there anyway.”

			A nervous hand went up a bit behind and to the left of Slocum. It belonged to Ajit Tambe, the youngest of the group, a dark-skinned fellow whose thin, nervous face matched his thin, nervous hand. Murdock called him “the kid.” So did everyone else, which Tambe hated.

			“Yeah, kid?”

			“Well, the lifters, they aren’t usually under surveillance. Why don’t we hit them instead?”

			Women were underrepresented in this group of conspirators, but at least one of the four present compensated for the imbalance through sheer presence. The men were all pretty much afraid of Darya Pasternak, and with good reason. In a room full of rather fair crazies, she was crazy personified. A woman accustomed to hard physical labor, she looked it and wasn’t afraid to throw it around.

			She also didn’t understand personal space, or so the other miners theorized. In support of said theory, she moved next to the kid and placed an arm none too delicately around his shoulders. Brushing her thick, black hair against his cheek, she purred, “Five of the damn things break down every day. Nobody would notice. Now if we blew up a couple of them, maybe. But our pals here don’t like making noise. Pity.”

			Tambe smiled a sickly smile and extricated himself from her embrace.

			“Darya’s got a fair point,” Murdock mused. 

			Slocum’s jaw about hit the floor. “Blow up lifters? You can’t be serious!”

			Murdock’s gaze slid his direction and slumped into rebuke. “About them breaking down all the time.”

			“Oh.”

			Pasternak always wanted to blow things up, a longing Murdock tried his best to quell. People could get hurt, either in the actual explosion or when the air fled the building. But now that he considered it, blowing up a few remote lifters might not be so bad. “They’re the weak link,” he said. “Hit enough of them, leave a calling card. Could get some attention.”

			Slocum made a face. He’d spent months working out how to sabotage the extractors, the front end of the mining operation and the most expensive equipment used in hydrogen collection. StarBright couldn’t ignore the loss of even one extractor. Lifters, though, they were mundane—old technology so ubiquitous that the loss of five or six would hardly be noticed.

			“What kind of calling card?” Slocum asked.

			Murdock grinned at Pasternak.

			She punched her fists at the ceiling and whooped, “Yes!”

			 

			Feng Shui Land, aka Mr. Fang, bolted from his chair, grabbed the shoulders of the poor flunky who had just delivered the news, and shook him, hard. “To lunch?” he demanded and shook harder. “He went to lunch?”

			 

			The King’s Ransom. That’s what the restaurant called itself. A curious name, Maccarone thought.

			Whatever she thought of it, Culture Minister Chelsea Liwanu, dressed in an elegant black dress with a black lace shawl draped elegantly around her pale, elegant shoulders, did not smile. She did thank Maccarone for the lunch invitation, which was something, but in doing so only mustered as much enthusiasm as if he’d handed her a new toothbrush instead of offering her a five-star meal.

			It didn’t matter. Maccarone knew how to turn on the charm. He smiled warmly and with a slight bow replied, “It’s the least I could do.”

			A rotund waiter in a cream-colored suit with bright orange buttons down the middle and blue braid dripping from the shoulders appeared at Maccarone’s elbow. “Your table is ready, sir,” he said quietly and led the couple into the dining room. The atmosphere was sublime, with swirls of blue and green light playing about an alabaster ceiling, walls draped in swaths of cream and orange silk, and a brilliant red carpet beneath their feet. The tables looked for all the world like real oak, although they couldn’t be. Not way out here in the Oort Territories.

			The waiter held Liwanu’s chair for her, then held Macarone’s, then placed printed menus before them, menus that had no prices. This, Macarone thought, was the height of class. At most restaurants, the menus were accessed electronically through the tabletop. Here they were printed, and not just printed, but printed without prices! The arrangement fairly screamed out, “If you have to as much as wonder, you shouldn’t be eating here.” Maccarone didn’t allow himself to wonder.

			“May I bring you something to drink?” the waiter asked.

			“Mineral water,” Liwanu said while studying the menu. 

			Macarone met the waiter’s eyes and smiled. “The same.”

			“Sir.” He glided away.

			Maccarone turned his smile on Liwanu. How could she fail to fall under his spell? “You’ve done Space Operatic an enormous favor. I consider it a personal favor as well. You can’t know how much it means to me.”

			Liwanu’s eyes remained fixed on the menu. “Nothing personal about it. It’s my job to bring cultural programs to the Territories. You like calamari?”

			Maccarone didn’t think he’d ever had calamari. He wasn’t even sure he knew what it was. “Love it,” he said. “Nevertheless, the competition must be fierce, and you choose me.”

			That got her attention. She peered at him over the top of the menu. Oddly, she didn’t appear to be under any spell, his or otherwise. She looked more like she’d gulped a mouthful of salt water. “I chose your company. I assume you know how many opera companies are touring the Oort Territories.”

			Maccarone kept his smile fixed but had the unnerving sense that he suddenly looked like an idiot. “Of course.”

			“Of course. Why would you be so happy to be the top pick out of a field of one?”

			“What I meant was—“

			“I know what you meant. Opera happens to look better in my reports than, say, an Ed Wood film festival.”

			“A what?”

			Miraculously, Liwanu did smile now, although it was the sort of smile wolves smile at deer. “Exactly. Either you don’t know what it is, or you know all too well. Those are the so-called attractions most often inflicted on us out here.”

			She set her menu down as the waiter approached. “Calamari,” she told him, “and the seafood étuffée. And a glass of Martian chloros, vintage eighty seven.”

			The waiter bowed and turned to Maccarone, who so far hadn’t even looked at the menu. Forcing cheer into his voice, he said, “The same as the lady.” The waiter bowed and glided off again.

			“So,” Maccarone said, hoping to get back on track, “you’re saying you choose to do me a favor knowing I could do you a favor. A happy arrangement for both of us.” He winked at her, knowing that couldn’t fail to hook her.

			Except it did. “I had no thought of doing favors. I merely approved your travel permits and initial performance schedule.”

			Maccarone leaned forward, elbows on the table, hands folded, chin resting on his knuckles. He looked devilishly handsome that way. His ego had no doubt of that. “Tell me, Chelsea. May I call you Chelsea?”

			“No.”

			Unfazed, Maccarone plowed on. “What can I do to make things good for you?”

			She seemed to be pondering how the conversation, and possibly the rest of the cosmos, had morphed into surreality.

			Maccarone waited. Would she petition him for more performances? Entertainment for the masses? For the elite? She must! What high praise she would win with Space Operatic on her side. Would she offer him the best venues available?

			Nah. 

			“Make audiences forget where they are.”

			“What?”

			“Mr. Maccarone—”

			“Please, call me Roberto.”

			“No. Look. Everybody hates it here. It’s cold. It’s dark. The work is miserable. The conditions are miserable. Life in general is miserable. My job is to make them forget all that. My job is to make them happy for a few fleeting moments.”

			Maccarone blinked. The job of this black-shrouded ice cube was to make people happy? He pushed himself back. Without realizing it, he adopted the same posture as her. He felt some of the joy seep out of his life. He wished he were wearing black, too. And he understood why. “You hate your job, don’t you?”

			“Loathe it.”

			“Calamari,” the waiter said, sliding a steaming plate between them.

			 

			Land messaged everyone on the board of directors, every board member’s secretary, and every other everyone who might conceivably have data to supply to the board regarding the opera company’s precarious financial condition. He demanded a meeting. Today. Something had to be done before the next performance!

			The resulting chatter miraculously coalesced around a time: six o’clock that evening.

			Only Maccarone failed to respond, which fact sent Land into a rage. He kicked the wall, hard, then spent the next couple of hours in the infirmary having a broken toe mended.

			 

			Having given the matter sufficient thought, Artemus Worthington decided it was time to act. He needed a flunky of particular qualifications: someone stupid enough to accept his largess in exchange for complete loyalty, someone who could mix with the masses without raising suspicion, someone who would eagerly and unhesitatingly report everything back to him.

			He thought he knew who it was.

			In the outer office, his appointments secretary Jay James was hard at work juggling the tangle of commitments pressing upon the great man. James’ fingers flew over his desktop, responding to requests, rearranging appointments, sending regrets—many, many regrets. Mr. Worthington couldn’t be expected to meet with all the jokers demanding a slice of his time.

			“Find Maccarone,” Worthington told him.

			Jay didn’t pause in his labors for even for an instant. “He’s at lunch.”

			“Alone?”

			“With the Culture Minister.”

			Not much surprised Worthington, but that did. “She’s buying him lunch?”

			“Other way around.”

			That made zero sense. Why would Maccarone buy Liwanu lunch? Everyone knew how unapproachable the woman was. One look at her should have told Maccarone it was hopeless. “Where are they dining?”

			James pointed ceilingward. “The King’s Ransom.”

			Worthington’s eyes followed while his jaw went the other direction. If Maccarone could afford that place, maybe this scheme was about to fizzle. Still, one shouldn’t jump to conclusions. Gather intelligence first. “Send him a dinner invitation.”

			“Yes, sir.”

			“And since he’s got time to kill, arrange a tour for him. I don’t want him wandering off.”

			“As we speak, sir.” James’ fingers danced on the desktop.

			 

			Upon leaving the King’s Ransom and parting ways with Liwanu, Maccarone stayed in the restaurant atrium for a time, staring out the huge window at the blackness of interstellar space, a blackness made all the deeper by the shimmering web of stars stewn across it. To say things hadn’t gone according to plan would be a gross understatement. The Culture Minister, proving impervious to his charisma, promised nothing beyond a paltry two more performances. After that, she said, she would review Space Operatic’s status.

			Status.

			Broke, that was his status. Dinner for two in this place, it turned out, cost what a more rational establishment might charge for a party of twenty. He nudged back his sleeve to expose his wrist computer and gave the receipt a good, long, look of rebuke. It didn’t care. Good thing he’d put it on his personal account and thus didn’t have to explain this to Fang!

			As if it had been reading his mind, the device emitted a faint beep and a message from Fang popped up on screen. Something about an emergency board meeting at six o’clock. Maccarone eyed that with as much enthusiasm as he had his lunch bill.

			“Mr. Maccarone?” 

			The voice at his left shoulder was gentle, even timid, but being unexpected it startled him. He spun and sputtered, “What? Yes?”

			The man addressing him was shortish and youngish and blondish. His face was so nondescript that he could have been everyone in a crowd of a thousand. But when he cocked his head, the motion seemed unnaturally stiff, and from that alone Maccarone knew the man was not a man but a robot.

			The troubled history of humanoid robots had led to this: a device that looked almost human but not like any particular human, that acted almost human but gave itself away through little unhuman quirks. People didn’t want robots to fool them. They didn’t want them to be too mechanical, either. Basically, they wanted warm, fuzzy helpers they could interact with as friends but with a cold undertone that allowed one to kick them without feeling guilty about it. Maccarone couldn’t help but think this said something negative about humans.

			“Mr. Worthington extends his compliments and invites you to dine with him this evening,” the robot said in its calm, understated voice.

			“He does?”

			“Indeed, sir. He wishes to thank you for the fine performance last evening.”

			“Oh!” Maccarone smiled in spite of himself. If Liwanu wouldn’t be persuaded to bestow cash upon Space Operatic, perhaps Worthington might. “That’s very kind of him. What time, and where?”
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