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      Dirk studied the room as he came through the door of the casino floor.

      Vast.

      Broken up by walls and gaming tables, shops and restaurants, spanned above the space by an impressive three-story vault overhead, with a variety of potted plants hanging on beams and climbing them like ivy to help clean the slightly-smoky air and deaden some of the sound. The dominant smell was tobacco, but there were other things floating above and below that scent. He might have complained, but in places like this that sweet tang in the air was frequently necessary to cover the smell of people sweating too much in too tight confines. Or from a few folks either putting on a public sex performance or just getting busy in a handy, shadowed recess.

      Orbital resort casinos were, after all, just a filter to separate tourists from their money in the most efficient way possible. But Dirk wasn’t here to gamble. Or rather, maybe just gamble with his life and his soul, rather than his cash.

      He needed information, and to get it he was going to have to search through this entire mass of people to find the handful that could tell him what he needed to know.

      Looking around, there were probably a thousand beings in sight right now: gaming, watching, eating, or fornicating, as the mood and need struck. The ratio seemed to be about a third Human, a third who were probably close enough to pass in the dark, and a third who covered both ends of the standard classification schema.

      Warm-blooded oxygen breathers for the most part, though, with a few in bio-suits to replicate an environment different enough that they might poison others, or be poisoned themselves.

      The music was a full string orchestra, likely playing that same loop of thirty or forty songs that had spread over all of Human space. Anodyne, but not prosaic. At the same time also not so energetic that folks would want to get up from their drinking or gambling to dance.

      After all, if they weren’t gambling, the house didn’t make money. Only the bars and the barely-clad waitresses would.

      All that in a glance as he followed the flow of the crowd coming out of the lift.

      Somewhere on this ship was a person who knew why the princess was coming, or at least what she was looking for. He just had to make some contacts.

      On his arm was Amaull Timocracy Senior Deputy Tiffany McGee, throwing enough swagger into her hips that Dirk wondered if she might dislocate something. She looked so unlike her normal self that going down on her on a particularly tasty day might be the only way you could even recognize the woman. Chemical treatments and extensions had lengthened her hair almost to her firm, ripe bottom, leaving it straight and taking it so far down the visual spectrum that it was almost true black.

      And not just the hair on her head.

      She’d left her breasts the same size, on the presumption that they were just right now, and not worth adjusting her wardrobe that extensively. Instead, she wore a pale blue silk wrap that danced between gown and sundress, clinging in all the right places to suggest, without ever proving.

      Her skin had been dyed that particular Kelly green that a L'Quene woman strove for on a daily basis. Tiffany’s blue eyes stood out from her skin like glacial diamonds.

      Her own mother would not know her.

      He was still Dirk Thruster, not in disguise so much as perhaps mufti. Not obviously being the Legendary Dirk Thruster™, Fourth Degree Tantric Black Belt. At least not until his name triggered quiet alarms in various systems.

      He’d deal with those issues as they came.

      But he had also slipped a few bills to folks along the way with a wink and a nod about the importance of secrecy. Maybe a special mission. Perhaps an assignation. Or even shooting a new action/adventure vid.

      Best way to handle it all was to deny everything with an evasive twinkle in the eye and a sly smile.

      He’d even left his ship, The Longsword, down on the surface of the planet below, where Rico could more easily acquire or build spare parts without having to worry about keeping the life support system operational all the time. That way, The Longsword would be available if he needed it, but wouldn’t show up on any scans of orbital traffic, or on a docking registry, if someone bribed a purser.

      That might be important, considering that he figured he was only a few days ahead of the arrival of The Libertine and its Commandtrix: the Princess Rayne of Texas. Only child of King Zerik. Spoiled beyond measure, with too much money and power, and nobody had ever been able to make a No stick.

      She’d chased after him, more than once. And also been thwarted in various plans to take over the galaxy.

      Rayne would make a terrible empress. Governing would be too much like work for her, when all she really wanted was to enjoy herself. It was a shame she tended to be so boring in bed.

      Seriously? You consider reverse cowgirl a little kinky, lady?

      Dirk took in the whole sweep of the room and guided their path to a semi-confined space on his left, down two half-levels as the floor in here wandered to all sorts of elevations and depressions like a wilderness had been brought to orbit and merged.

      The young Human woman at the front of the bar they approached eyed him speculatively. Without even knowing who he was, Dirk watched her lick her lips once unconsciously before guiding Tiffany and him into the bar and putting them at a small table in the patio area, closed off on all sides but open above. A sound-field was active, excluding the orchestra. Instead, the music just starting up as they sat was a hard, slow grind, and the stage show was a woman slowly working a brass pole, thrusting her ass out and wiggling to the enthusiastic cheers of the audience.

      Trilloo, from her coloring, her skin a lighter shade of blue than just azure, but close, and her hair was a green darker than Tiffany’s new skin. Well built, too, with a wasp waist holding up a wrap in shimmering gold cloth  across a flat stomach and the sorts of broad, friendly hips you grabbed with both hands when she wanted you to bend her over a table to take her.

      Above all that, two large breasts strove to explode out of a top that was just a long strip of cloth tied with the simple knot resting between them.

      They were obviously early in her show. The Trilloo woman hadn’t phase-shifted yet, so it was just her alone on stage right now, teasing and smiling.

      Dirk ordered a whiskey sour on the rocks for himself, while Tiffany got a glass of the house red. They weren’t doing anything right now but keeping a low profile. No big-stakes games. No request for special treatment from the manager or the chef. Just two tourists seeing the seething, carnal pot of pleasure that was the Albrecht Casino on the Jira Sleeper Ship, one of the most famous vessels in space.

      A Shydrun waitress quickly delivered their drink and got a good tip. Again, not large enough to be memorable, but not too small either.

      Up on the stage, the Trilloo dancer was finally starting to glow. Dirk felt her eyes upon him like a searchlight across the darkness, so he toasted the woman and returned her smile. She seemed to laugh, and then closed her eyes and wrapped her arms around herself.

      The glow got brighter, but not painful or harmful. Enough that she didn’t need a spotlight on her anymore.

      She began to separate. There was a scientific name for it. Whole branches of science that explained how it worked, but to Dirk it was all still a special kind of magic. Where they had been one woman a few moments, ago, now there were three, identically dressed. The original had been pointing her body almost at him, so Dirk hadn’t seen the split, but now an identical one stepped out from behind her to the right, and another behind her to the left.

      Still, all three seemed to be ignoring the rest of the audience to smile at Dirk. He sipped and admired them as they began to dance. It almost felt like he had a private show.

      Dirk wondered what a lap dance would feel like, if there were three of them involved.

      Even the finest troupe in the galaxy could not replicate the form of a Trilloo dancing, because all three of them shared one consciousness, even in separate bodies. And she was exceptional. The middle woman untied her bandeau, but held it in place, flashing bits of cleavage without showing any more.
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