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      Shoals of humanity flashed along the micro-gravity, tube-shaped corridors in a glittering stream of conversation and laughter. Most wore q-grav bands around wrists, ankles, and waist that gave them ease of control and movement. Incredible acrobatics performed with zero effort. A thought sufficed to direct their graceful movements. The flow was like a river pulsing through the round corridors carved out of the rock of the asteroid.

      Among that glittering throng of bodies, Luke walked. He walked like a tourist who didn’t trust the q-grav bands enough to take flight like those accustomed to this environment. His slow progress didn’t impede anyone. They flowed around him as if he were a rock on the bottom of their river. More than once he saw bright, laughing faces looking at him as they shot past—not with malice—only their natural exuberance.

      That was okay. He let them look. Besides appearing slow and ground-bound, Luke was taller than nearly everyone. This was an odd experience for him. Back on Earth he was considered of average height (at least that’s what he told himself), at least in some regions. On the short side of average. Here on Ceres, the natives were generally six to twelve centimeters shorter than him. The adults looked entirely proportional and on the whole, an engaging and attractive population, clearly healthy. They displayed a range of skin hues with the normal browns, blacks, and pale hues he was familiar with back on Earth, but here he saw some that had splotches of different hues, and some that had blue and green skin coloration. Hair coloration was even more varied, though whether that was due to genetics or cosmetics, he wasn’t sure. Clothing varied in styles and colors, but was often brightly colored with flowing, decorative frills. Even with the crowds of people streaming through the corridors, there were plenty that weren’t going anywhere. All around the circular passage were openings into shops, cafes, restaurants, bars, and a variety of entertainment and service venues. All of the things he’d expect to see in a modern metropolis back on Earth were here. Scents flowed and mixed like the people through the air. Enticing aromas floated from the restaurants and other food establishments. Other corridors, like this one he walked, intersected at various angles. There wasn’t any shared up and down. He walked along the corridor, but at times that meant he had to detour around establishments in his ‘floor’ with patrons perpendicular to his orientation. Always those friendly, if amused looks as he walked.

      He could have taken one of the local transport trains that ran throughout Ceres. Those didn’t run along the same passages as the people. They ran from the surface space ports to all the major areas of the colony. Completely automated, clean, and safe. He could have caught one that would take him right to his hotel. All of the hotels were built along the transport lines.

      Instead Luke had decided to walk. He wanted to get a feel of the place. The q-grav bands simulated a local gravity field for him that felt exactly as if he was under a full gravity on Earth. He wasn’t the only person who preferred contact with the surfaces. He’d seen a few other travelers from Earth, Venus, and Mars making use of the paths designated by paving stones from the space port. Like him, those people had strolled along the paths, gaping at the bewildering variety of humanity soaring free through the air. The swarm reminded him more of schools of fish in the way they moved than birds or insects. Something about the way they angled their bodies along the corridor axis as they traveled, until alighting at their destination.

      It was marvelous. As ungainly as he appeared in comparison, it was like watching an acrobatics performance on Earth. A brilliant showcase that could have been performed only for him. Except it wasn’t. This was an ordinary day with people going about their business.

      This was his first time on Ceres. Seeing it virtually had prepared him somewhat, but that was virtual and this was real. It still made a difference to see a place in the flesh. Virtualists claimed that a virtual experience was as rewarding as the real thing, but they were wrong. (In his opinion.) Maybe he was getting old.

      He wasn’t here to be a tourist, though, even if he was playing one. It was the only option if he wanted to close his case. He couldn’t pretend to be a local. There were a million ways he would betray himself if he had tried. A tourist from Earth wasn’t far from the truth. It was easier to play. Usually the best policy for undercover work was to lie as little as possible. Each lie told was a gap that someone could exploit to reveal the truth. Ceres didn’t have an extradition treaty with Earth. It had a favorable tax structure. Those facts combined to make it a popular destination for those who sought refuge. On top of a high standard of living, of course. Money bought happiness on Ceres. Those without money couldn’t afford to stay.

      Luke saw the intersection ahead where his hotel was located. Several different tube corridors came together in a wide open globe. The hotel entrance, its ‘face’ was a large circular area of windows and the doors into the hotel. It happened that the passage Luke had walked was oriented so that the hotel face matched his own orientation. It stood more than twenty meters across directly opposite from the end of his tube. The surfaces between the intersecting tubes were either planted with a vibrant green park-like environment, or had bright light panels that contributed to the illumination of the space. Each was positioned so it illuminated a section of the parkland opposite. A stream flowed around through the sections, disappearing into the ground at the edge of each before reappearing at the next. Localized q-grav fields kept the park sections in place. He saw many people strolling along the stone paths through the vegetation. It was odd, from an Earther’s perspective, to see sections of the park arranged all around the spherical area in front of the hotel. From his perspective, trees and plants grew straight out of the walls and down from the ceiling. They curved down along the bottom of the bowl-like faces ahead of him. Meanwhile, above and between the sections, shoals of humanity drifted and flew across the view. It was a pretty amazing sight.

      His course brought him out of his tube right to the first park section. The ground changed to earth, gravel, and stone pavers that looked as if they had been cut from the reddish rock of the dwarf planet itself. They probably had. He strolled along the path and had no concerns about gaping at the flows of humanity flying across the space from one tube corridor to another. More people flew to and from the hotel entrance in a regular stream like bees at a hive.

      He reached a small wood bridge that arched over the small stream running around the space. He stopped at the high mid-point of the bridge and looked down into clear water flowing over sand and rocks. He saw bright silvery glints from tiny fish in the stream. He grinned and leaned forward, resting his elbows on the rail and regarded the space.

      The vegetation ahead provided an effective screen from the next section where light panels shown. Looking up, he squinted at the light panel across the chamber, it’s bright light partially obscured by the flowing river of humanity emerging from the tunnel behind him and flowing across the space to the other tunnel entrances.

      He grinned and watched a woman clad in a silvery outfit soar out of the tunnel, turning in a languid roll. Her outfit was skin tight, covering most of her body from high neck collar down to her ankles, where it ended in a q-grav anklet. Her feet were bare, along with most of her back. Ribbons of cloth streamed from the backs her arms and legs. The ribbons were wide, close to her limbs, than narrowed as they flowed back. Her turn brought her around and she smiled down at him from a very attractive heart-shaped face. Her hair was a cloud of blond waves trailing behind her.

      A mermaid. That’s what she seemed like. Beautiful. He lifted a hand and waved to her.

      She waved back. Luke found himself grinning. She looked like she was laughing and then she surprised him by executing a quick turn. She flew down to him and drew up, matching his orientation, except that she hung in the air on the other side of bridge railing. She pressed her hands together, palms up, in a cupping sort of gesture, then spread them wide.

      “Hel-low,” she said, her voice high and musical with an accent. “Be wel-come.”

      “Thank you.”

      “This is your first time on Ceres?”

      “It is. I just arrived, from Earth.”

      Her eyes widened and she bobbed slight in front of him. She was obviously local, with her small form. She had to be ten centimeters shorter than him, though it was somewhat challenging to guess since she was floating.

      “Earth!” She drifted closer to the railing. “Heavy. Peo-ple don’t fly?”

      He shook his head. “They do, but it is regulated and q-grav belts are expensive. The weather isn’t always agreeable. Most people still ride in aircraft.”

      She shook her head and laughed. “Weather! Very heavy. You’ve seen rain and wind and storms?”

      “Yes, often. Even snow.”

      Her musical laughter conveyed disbelief. She twisted her hands together and drifted closer to the railing. “Snow, really? What’s it like?”

      “Imagine a sky without a ceiling. It goes on and on all the way to space. Clouds of water vapor float through the sky, and when conditions are right the water condenses and falls as droplets—or if it is cold enough, delicate flakes of ice. They fill the air, floating down, and cover everything in blankets of white ice.”

      “Oh, I wish I could see it! It sounds magi-cal.”

      “It can be,” he said. He extended his hand. “I’m Luke Dover.”

      She reached out and took his hand. Hers was small in his grip and his hand tingled (an effect of her q-grav bands) at the touch. At least he thought it was the q-bands’ field bleeding along their connection.

      “Lyric Heart. I’m delighted to meet you.” She released his hand.

      The tingling sensation faded. Even so, he still felt the impact of her touch. It went beyond the q-grav field.

      You’re being foolish, part of his brain commented.

      Luke ignored it. He gestured in the direction of the hotel. “I’m going to the hotel to check in. Would you care to have a drink with me? Or dinner?”

      Lyric bobbed in the air. “I can’t, Luke of Earth. Thank you.”

      “That’s okay,” he said, forcing a smile he didn’t feel. It’s for the better. You’re here to do a job. “Thank you for welcoming me. Ceres is very beautiful.”

      His tone, he hoped, conveyed that he meant more than the habitat. She was still smiling at least. Then she drifted back and waved. “Have a won-der-ful day, Luke.”

      “You too.”

      As quick as a fish, she flew back up into the lanes of streaming humanity. In an instant she was gone and the park seemed less for her absence. Luke grinned at his melancholy response and continued down the other side of the bridge.
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