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 Catching Up?






The TALES FROM THE LONGVIEW Series
Overview

Inhabited by a crew of misfits
fleeing nightmare pasts, with a cargo of Condemned slated to die at
the hands of the highest bidders, and with a passenger roster made
up exclusively of people not
who they claim to be, The Longview serves the hidden
agenda of an eccentric recluse bent on playing puppetmaster to all
of Settled Space.






IN EPISODE 1: Born From
Fire (originally Enter the Death Circus)

When love is crime, who will save the
guilty?

After falling in love and fathering a child, a
young criminal refuses to voluntarily throw himself into a lake of
fire to gain his community's forgiveness. So he's sentenced to
death and sold to the owner of a spaceship that buys criminals like
him. But the ship and its crew are not quite what they appear to
be.






IN EPISODE 2: The Selling of Suzee
Delight

When slavery is virtue, who will fight for
vice?

When Suzee Delight, famous
Cheegoth courtesan, murders the five most powerful Pact Worlds'
Administrators during a private summit, the owner of
The Longview Death
Circus struggles against conspiracy to win the bidding for her
execution. Meanwhile, Suzee’s powerless supporters race to save
her, while the leaders of worlds pull strings to guarantee her
death.






WELCOME TO EPISODE 3: The
Philosopher Gambit

When the mighty are monsters, what will
monsters become?

An exiled philosopher buys a
pretty girl a dress for her execution, by doing so becoming a
hunted, wanted man with a death sentence on his own head and
killers on his trail. The secretive owner of The Longview intervenes, putting his
crew in harm's way to bring the condemned into his inner circle —
but the hunters are close behind.






COMING IN EPISODE 4: The Vipers’
Nest

When betrayal comes home, where does home
hide?

The Longview’s owner tasks his crew with solving the murders and
disappearances at Bailey’s Irish Space Station, but by doing so
endangers all his own people and the citizens of a hidden city, and
draws deadly attention toward ship secrets that need to remain
hidden.


 CHAPTER
1






Bashtyk Nokyd






“AS A GESTURE OF RAGE AND PROTEST, I recently bought a pretty girl a fancy dress for her
execution. In retrospect, that was an error.” I keep my voice down
when I say it.

Across the booth from me, a curvaceous
green-eyed redhead gives me the smallest of smiles. “Everyone makes
mistakes. For a man in your situation, that was a breathtakingly
public one, though.”

Her gaze flicks around the crowded room,
filled with rough men and dangerous women, pauses at something back
of my left shoulder. I see her eyes narrow, and then she’s looking
at me again.

“But if you hadn’t bought that
dress, we wouldn’t be meeting now.” She arches an eyebrow. “That
gesture bought you… friends.”

I nod. Try to smile, but fear is a tight knot
in my gut. That idiot gesture bought me enemies, too. I have twice
managed to escape bounty hunters, and now there are rumors the Pact
Worlds Administrators have changed the rules. “Latest word through
the ping is that the Administrators have contracted with assassins.
I’ve been lucky twice, but…” I shrug. “Can you help me?”

At the bar to my left, a fight breaks out —
not some rolling, swaggering fight of drunken punches by two men,
but two angry women with knives, moving fast at each other. I have
never seen women fight before, and hope never to again. There are
no screams, no shouts, just the flash of knives, cries of pain, the
thud of flesh against flesh. Blood spatters on our table, an elbow
grazes my head.

Bar patrons scramble out of the way as one
woman falls dying to the floor while the other stands above her,
bleeding, gut-stabbed, swearing under her breath. It is over in
seconds. Both women might live if someone tosses them into Medixes,
but the bartender and a couple of bouncers are dragging both out
into the space station corridor.

My contact isn’t smiling anymore. “Place is
going to be crawling with sporcs in a minute. My contact said you
want transport, that you can pay.”

“I can pay. But
I want to get to…” I almost say the name, and catch myself just in
time. “I heard that your ship contacts a certain city.” Those are the words I
was told to use. Certain city. That if I were to book passage, I
might be able to get there.

She shakes her head. “Our ship
never leaves its route. Can’t. Our movements are public record,
tracked. We have never been to the certain
city.”

“But…” I have traveled under
assumed names, met with other strangers, paid thousands to get to
this one place, this one moment, for this one meeting. I came here
believing that this would be the end of my journey. That after this
I would be on my way to safety and to true freedom.

I am risking my life just to sit across a
table from this woman my gut tells me is as dangerous as everyone
else in this dark and noisy bar. And this is not, as my last
contact had promised me, my answer. This is simply one more middle
point.

“You can book passage with us — no
names, no records. I don’t know how you got to us, I don’t know who
mistook us for something other than what we are… but we’ll take you
aboard.” Her eyes are staring into mine. “We cannot take you where
you want to go, but we will not stand in the way of you getting
there. You understand?”

I don’t, but I say, “Yes.” Because I have no
place else to go.

I don’t doubt the rumors of assassins. I
slapped my name, my presence, and my protest across the faces of
every friend I’d ever had in the top tier of Meileonese society
when I bought Suzee Delight a designer dress to wear to her
execution — and then had a contact slip a copy of the receipt with
my signature on it to Danyal Travers. I wanted to let my old
friends know that I had not forgotten about them and their criminal
actions against their own people. They’d already sentenced me to
death. It was only after I rubbed my continuing freedom in their
faces that they got serious about seeing me dead.

I am not going where I want, but I have
nowhere else to go.

“Whatever you need from me,” I
tell her.

“Passage is two thousand cash,”
she says. “Rucets only.”

I nod. I hand her the chit, she scans it and
validates it. “Let’s go. Once we’re outside this bar, do not say a
word to me or anyone, keep your head down and your eyes on the
floor at all times, and stay to my right. Got that?”

I nod. I follow her out the door, down the
corridor, realizing that I am entrusting my fate to a stranger
vouched for by other strangers — that she could be anyone. Her
shipsuit is nondescript — no crew markings, no ship’s name,
nothing. She could be an assassin herself. She moves the way I
imagine cold-blooded killers move. But I keep my head down, my eyes
on the floor. I have come this far. I cannot know that I will be
safe, or that I have made the right choice. I can only know that
this is the chance I have bought and paid for, and this is the
chance I cannot permit myself to lose.

The corridor is crowded, and I am pressed
close to the right wall of it. The thin layer of moleibond that
stands between me and the death of vacuum is flawlessly clear, and
I cannot help but see the black beyond, the splash of stars
spreading beneath my feet. For a moment, I see once again the
strellita-lit arch of false sky above Oldcity, and I feel a pang of
loss. Meileone, my home, is lost to me forever.

I don’t know what my future holds. I only know
that it will be far from my past.
















Danyal Travers






“THIS IS DANYAL TRAVERS, VOICE of the Furies, with Twenty
Points: News for the freedom seekers trapped inside the Pact Worlds
Alliance.

“Item
One: The little men of the Pact
Worlds Administration have met again. Minutes leaked to this
investigator from their last meeting confirm that the criminals who
rule the Pact Worlds are seeking to break another contract, this
time with the owner of The
Longview.

“Remember, The Longview
is the Death Circus ship that carried Suzee
Delight to her execution, and that, when the universe screamed for
her pardon, let the universe know the Administrators demanded in
their contract that if Suzee Delight was not executed, the ship’s
owner, all its crew, and all subcontractors for her execution would
be executed in her place.

“Now these
Administrators have engaged the law firm of Fenga, Ruttquivt, and
Challs to lay claim to The
Longview, all of Mado Keyr’s incomes and
possessions, and all rights to products related to Suzee Delight’s
life and execution…”






—






“Item
Eight: If you are still trapped
inside the Pact Worlds system, be wary of strangers offering to
sell you weapons. Rebel sources have proof that slavers are using
this tactic to capture new slaves — though how these slavers are
managing to travel through Pact-Worlds-guarded origami points
without being apprehended remains a mystery…”






—






“Item
Fourteen: Well down our list,
here’s some good news for a change. The Madrigal system, previously
a Pact Worlds Covenant signee, has revoked its Pact Worlds charter
and declared its independence…”






—






“Item
Seventeen: Slaver pirates appear to
be targeting systems with worlds newly independent from the Pact
Worlds Alliance…”






—






“Item
Twenty: In spite of the
ever-increasing bounty on his head, Liberation Philosopher Bashtyk
Nokyd has not yet been apprehended — and The Voice of the Furies
cheers him on in his fight for individual freedom and rights for
every human being…”






—






“…And that’s the Twenty Points. If
you have proof of corruption, collusion, or criminality from those
who hold power in the Pact Worlds Alliance, start fighting for your
freedom. Send your proof securely to Ping Eighty-Eighty-Five,
Danyal Travers, The Voice of the Furies.”







 CHAPTER
2






Shay






HER LUNGS FELT TIGHT AND THE AIR seemed far too thin until she
passed through the last airlock to The
Devil’s Dilemma.

But once the moleibond hatch sealed behind
her, Shay exhaled and her knees went weak. She sagged and leaned
against the deck.

Bashtyk Nokyd studied her, a puzzled
expression on his face. “Are you… unwell?”

Tears were starting in her eyes, and her
throat tightened. She shook her head and managed to say, “I did it.
I actually got you.”

“I… don’t
understand.” She saw fear in the philosopher’s eyes. She rested a
hand on his shoulder and said, “I’m not some random flesh-mover,
Mado Nokyd. My name is Shay — just Shay, and I’m the
representative for Mado Werix Keyr of the Longview. He has been trying to get
you aboard since the first announcement that you’d been given a
Death Sentence in absentia and had a bounty on your head. As for
me, you have been my hero since I was in —” She stopped herself.
There were parts of her life she did not discuss. Not even with her
hero.

So she changed the subject. “I
told you most of the truth back in the bar — the
Longview doesn’t go to
the City of Furies. Not directly. But we can still get you there
eventually.”

She could feel his emotions pouring off of
him, washing over her. Elation. Hope. He whispered, “I’m…
safe?”

She pointed to the seat behind the captain’s
chair, and held up one finger. He nodded and settled into the seat
she’d indicated, and waited while it conformed around
him.

Shay, meanwhile, locked herself into the
command seat and said, “Shipcom — connect to Station Control.
Notification Shuttle Fellows T-38 from Fellows Moon debarking from
Dock 42.”

There was a moment of silence. Then WheatRun
Station com said, “Shuttle T-38, station-com has your signal.
Follow your shipcom lock-on until you’re outside of station
traffic. Break lock on our mark, and proceed to exit
point.”

“Course set, com ackked. We are
breaking seals and lock on… your… mark…” She separated from the
station dock and peeled into traffic, carefully following the route
set for the shuttle whose codes she had purchased.

The real Fellows T-38 would show up at the
WheatRun Station in two months, just as if it were running its
regular route, and had not missed one trip entirely. Mado Keyr’s
money had purchased that cover — that and the fact that Bashtyk
Nokyd had friends in places he could not yet imagine.

She picked up her conversation by answering
the question Nokyd had asked before they left the
station.

“You’re not safe yet. Something
was off at our pickup point. Someone was following me, or watching
our meeting. If it had been anyone but you, I would have dropped
the pickup.

“But we’re
headed to safety. You and I are going to follow the shuttle route
until we’re out of WheatRun’s range. Then we’re going to change the
ship ident codes, get to this system’s origami point as quickly as
possible, do several highly illegal things, and by doing them, meet
up with Longview
on its way to its next Death Circus. As far as
the universe is concerned, though, once we’re inside the origami
fold, you will cease to exist. We’re going to hide you aboard
the Longview for
a while. Mado Keyr wants your help on a — a project of
his.”

“Wait… we’re going through the
fold in this shuttle?”

She glanced over her shoulder and
grinned at him. “This is not a shuttle. This is a one-of-a-kind vehicle. It
is, as far as I know, the smallest fully capable TFN sidewinder
ship in existence. Mado Keyr paid a fortune to have it built — and
it has proven useful for him on a number of occasions.”

“Such as this one…”

“Especially this one,” she
agreed.

The philosopher shivered. “I have been told
that going through an origami point unprotected can destroy the
mind.”

“You’ll been told correctly, but
you’re not going through unprotected. You’re going to be in a jump
berth,” she said. “We have four full-Medix jump berths in the back.
I’ll be unshielded during the trip, but I have a high resilience
rating — I deal well with the stresses of the folds.”

He nodded and changed the subject. “So you
know Mado Keyr.”

“Probably better than anyone, for
what that’s worth.”

“He is quite a mystery. I’ve been
fascinated by him for several years now, since he first came to my
attention when various friends of mine began noticing how rich he
was and how many different industries he traded in. According to
them, he’s one of the ten or fifteen richest men alive, but there
are no pictures of him, no public events that he attends, not a
single leaked holo of him anywhere doing anything. He has no
apparent past, and not much of a provable present except for the
trail of money and disruption that flow in his wake.”

“As I said,
I probably know him better than anyone. But I can’t shed much light on
the mystery. What I can tell you is this: He hired me to work for
him about fifteen years ago. Wherever he is, I must also be. My
primary job has always been to be his interface with people with
whom he wishes to do business. I have a number of different
physical guises he requires I take when doing this — the body
design I’m wearing now is what he calls Trouble Girl. In this guise
I go into the sorts of places where I meet with people like
you.

“My secondary job is to help him
stay healthy. Mado Keyr has severe health problems that apparently
are unfixable by any known means, including by Medix. I cannot even
begin to guess what sort of health problems these might be. I am
not permitted to ask — all I can do is follow the steps he gives me
to get him into and out of his pressurization chambers, locate and
keep in stock various chemicals he needs, and other activities of
that nature.

“I do know — and am permitted to
say — that he spends an ungodly amount of money buying research
from various gen-tech companies — but I have no idea what he’s
having these firms study, or what he hopes they’ll accomplish. And
that when he is not inside his pressurization chamber, he lives in
a pressurized light-blocking suit, cannot eat regular food, and
cannot touch another human or breathe air breathed by anyone
else.

“He loves art and science and the
pursuit of all knowledge for its own sake. He reveres men and women
who know how to think, and who use their minds to create wonders.
He was desperately in love with Suzee Delight. He is a sad and
lonely creature.

“But not to be
pitied. Never to be pitied.”

Shay had been scanning traffic on
the com, and she finally spotted what she’d been looking for: a big
TFN passenger liner headed for the origami point. She cloned the
liner’s ship codes and, disguised — if only via ping and shipcom —
as one of its shuttles, raced to catch up to it. As it lined up for
the origami-point passage, she would clamp under its belly and camo
the Devil’s Dilemma’s skin to look like a hull bump. They would go into the origami
point unseen — and then she would peel off and sidewind on to her
own coordinates.

It was dangerous as hell, but it was also the
perfect way to cease to exist in anyone’s records. That feeling she
still had of being tracked, followed, watched — this little
technological dance would put an end to that.

“We’re on auto,” she told her
passenger, and slid from the pilot seat to take a place in the seat
opposite him.

Bashtyk Nokyd leaned forward. “You have no
idea where Keyr came from?”

“None. And unlike you, I am not
free to research the issue. The block on making any attempt to
backtrack his past is one of the terms of my employment with
him.”

Nokyd grinned at her. “Excellent. Then that
means there is a past that can be backtracked. I won’t dig into it
while I’m his guest. I respect Host’s Right far too much to breach
it with such crude behavior. But in the future, I’ll put some
effort into finding out what’s back there. The trails his money
leaves lead to some fascinating places… places that make the two of
us kindred spirits in a number of ways.” He gave her a smile that
would have fit the face of a little boy promised a wonderful gift.
“I’m excited to meet him.”

“He wants to meet you, too — he is
a great admirer of yours, Mado Nokyd. He will no doubt want to
spend as much time with you as he can before he sends you to the
City of Furies.”

“I still can’t believe it’s real,”
he told her. “I have seen what comes out of there, I have watched
the miracles the citizens there have pulled off — getting the whole
of Settled Space to see the truth of what the Pact Worlds are and
the evils they have committed…”

He stared down at his hands. “I want to be a
part of that, Shay. And I was so afraid this was a trap,” he told
her. “I kept thinking that somewhere along the way, someone had
sold me out for the Pact Worlds’ bounty.”

Shay laughed. “No one could have been that
stupid. Mado Keyr has been offering a bounty a thousand times
greater than the one offered by the Pact Worlds. That is to have
you delivered safely to a meeting place of his choosing. And unlike
the Pact Worlds, the mado pays his debts. The entire chain of
people through whose hands you passed on your way to us has been
compensated already.

“Guaranteeing,” she added, “that
the next time he needs to rescue someone, there will again be
people willing to take the necessary risks.”

Nokyd frowned. “But if they know Mado Keyr is
paying them, doesn’t that hand the Pact Worlds a reason to come
after him?”

“While he has
been offering a bounty, no one has seen Mado Bashtyk Nokyd.” She
gave him a look of feigned innocence. “Mado Nokyd has met with no
one from the Longview,
nor has he ever been aboard — or even anywhere
near — the Longview. And the bounty for his rescue still stands — in some very
public places, too.”

Shay rested her fingertips on his
arm. “On the other hand, Mado Wong
Chang, you, a rich potential patron, hopes
to buy some of the lovely things that find their way into Mado
Keyr’s hands. And now, rich patron, I need to get you into your
medichamber before we go through the point. We’ll catch up with the
liner in just a few minutes, and you must be secured before we
reach the origami point.”





















Rowse, IMAL






IN
THE QUIET
DEEP OF
THE LONGVIEW, the sudden incessant chime of the contract fabricator dragged
Rowse away from happy immersion in the latest fictional adventures
of Tanne Yho, renegade lawyer turned bounty hunter.

He set his reader aside and rose, grumbling,
to see what damned piddling thing had come through on the ping, and
discovered this time it wasn’t a damned piddling thing at
all.

Attullo Rowse, Interspace Master Attorney at
Law, with specializations in intersystem contract negotiation and
individual rights law, and with a secret sub-specialization in the
fabrication of past histories for individuals whose own pasts could
not be made public, discovered that he was done with Tanne Yho for
the day. Probably, if he was lucky, for just a month. The deeper he
dug into the stack of sheets, the more he began to suspect he and
his favorite renegade had just spent their last lovely hours
together.

He swore softly and said, “Shipcom, get me
Keyr.”

Shipcom said, “Mado Keyr is in medical
pressurization, and has routed all calls to Shay.”

There was a delay. Then in his earbud, Shay
said, “What’s wrong, Rowse?”

“Apparently
everything. I’ve just signed in blood for a Gen-ID-locked stack of
insanity from the Cantata Over-Court representing the Pact Worlds
Alliance. The Over-Court has claimed impound rights on
the Longview and all contents; has put out warrants for the arrests of
Mado Keyr and all employees and crew of the ship as criminals under
sentence of death; has announced as final the reversion of all sold
rights on the Suzee Delight execution and all monies therefrom
retroactive to the date of the signing of the initial Death Circus
contract with the Longview; and has demanded that the
ship dock immediately at the nearest Pact station to comply with
their writ of seizure.”

“From your first read, does any of
this have teeth?”

“It’s
nothing but teeth, Shay. It’s coming from the full slate of the Cantata
Over-Court Supreme Justices, all of whom signed off. Which means it
carries the same weight as the Covenants of the Pact. Anywhere in
Pact Worlds space, we’re now dead men walking.”

“That’s more teeth than I’d
like.”

“In theory, I
can buy us some time. Because Longview is a Free Space registry
out of Tatulle, the ship is technically outside of the jurisdiction
of the Pact Alliance, and I can get an immediate stay of all writs
pending review by the Court of Free Space…”

He heard Shay’s sigh. “But…?”

“But the Court of Free Space is
not the Cantata Over-Court of the Pact Alliance. It will back you
on paper, but it doesn’t have the necessary army to back you with
guns.”

“Recommendation?”

“Get out of Pact
Alliance space immediately, because the instant the
Longview doesn’t show up
at Haile Station on schedule, the Pact Worlds are going to throw
everything they can at us to hunt us down. We need to be able to
fight our legal battles when we’re not sitting in the middle of
enemy territory.”

Shay had a colorful vocabulary, and ran
through a good part of it in Rowse’s right ear. “I’m four hours
out, best case.”

“You’re not aboard?”

“I had to pick up a package for
the mado. Have shipcom connect me to Captain Shore, and I’ll have
him reroute to meet me halfway. As soon as you’ve done that, file
whatever you have to file to get this mess stalled. As soon as I’m
back aboard, we’ll have to run for the nearest non-Pact space. And
since we’re going to have to run through at least one
Pact-controlled origami point to do it, we can anticipate
trouble.”

“I’m on it,” he said, and cut the
connection.

Attullo Rowse had started life as
a slave, had earned himself a death sentence by killing his master
to escape, and had managed to be in the right place at the right
time to luck into a crew slot on the Longview.

Aptitude testing had shown him to be both
highly intelligent and clever, and Shay had pushed hard with the
owner to get him through general education at the fastest pace
possible, and then into an accredited law school.

He had excelled. He knew that if
he did well, he would have a place on the Longview until he timed out as crew
and had to set up his own practice elsewhere, but that was not the
future he saw for himself.

So he had done better than well. He had pushed
himself to and sometimes beyond the breaking point. He had lived a
monkish life of simple foods, regular exercise, no sex, and
unending study, had taken every advanced course at an accelerated
pace, and had graduated as the top student in his class. He had
then passed the bar in his first attempt with a perfect score — one
of only three students in all of Settled Space that year to do
so.

He had done in five years what most students
managed only half as well in ten — and he had done it not because
he was smarter than everyone else, but because he was willing to
work harder, to put everything else in his life aside. For five
years, he made himself a pure vehicle for the transmission of the
concepts of law from records to mind.

With his accomplishments, scores,
and determination in hand, he had returned to the
Longview, and insisted
on a private interview with the owner himself.

It had been the most terrifying hour of his
life. The owner made Rowse’s skin crawl — his illness radiated off
of him like the aura of Death incarnate.

But Rowse knew what he wanted, and only the
owner could give that to him.

“You made me,” he’d told the
still, suited figure in front of him.

“You made yourself,” the owner had
said, “and did a fine job of it. You should be proud of
yourself.”

“I don’t have time for pride. I
did it because I want to ask an enormous favor of you, and I needed
the best leverage I could get so I could twist your arm into
granting me that favor.”

The sigh had echoed like an escaping ghost
from the owner’s rebreather. “Whom shall I rescue from Hell for
you? And how many? It doesn’t matter — if they’re still alive, I’ll
get them for you.”

“That isn’t it. It’s nothing like
that. I want to be made permanent crew.”

“You… what?
You have spent the last five years killing
yourself in study to have a job any intern could do — and you want
to be locked into that for the rest of your life?”

It was then that Rowse had laid out for Keyr
his vision of what a future that included a partnership between the
two of them could mean.

“You’re hiring out your patent
work, your contract-writing, your ID creation for crew members. You
need to have someone in-house to do these things for you. Someone
you know is loyal, someone you know cannot be bought — and someone
you know has the skills to do every bit of legal work you need to
have done.

“I have proven that I can excel.
But more than that, I have proven that I can learn anything put in
front of me — and what isn’t put in front of me, I can go out and
find.

“I have already researched three
places where I could go to learn how to build airtight IDs for your
crew, better than anything you’ve been able to get them. If you
will put me on as permanent crew, I will spend the rest of my life
mastering every new element of the law that you need to make
yourself richer and more powerful.”

The owner said, “And in return?”

At this, Rowse had smiled just a little. “You
compensate your regular crew well.”

“I would say spectacularly,” the
owner had murmured.

“So would I, but money isn’t the
biggest thing you give them. You give them a way to earn lives and
skills they can take with them. You protect them. You earn their
loyalty every day, with every action you take — and you have earned
my loyalty. I want to make you richer — and I want to be
compensated accordingly.”

“Good for you. I appreciate the
fact that you’re willing to say that.”

Rowse had sighed. “Also, and please never let
anyone know I said this, but I’m more than a little in love with
Shay.”

“No man can have Shay.”

He and his hand had enjoyed Shay most nights
he was in law school, but he didn’t think it prudent to mention
that.

“I know she’s yours…”

“You misunderstand me. No man can
have Shay, because Shay only desires women. Her story is darker
than you can imagine — far more hellish than yours — and at the
back of it lies a man who was a monster. He stole her and owned her
unspeakably. When she killed him, she freed her body. And over the
years, she has crawled out from under the worst of her darkness.
But I do not think she will ever come back far enough to desire a
man again.”

“I didn’t know that.”

“And you’ll never tell it to
anyone else, anymore that I’ll will ever tell anyone what happened
to you.” The owner leaned back in his chair in the black room, the
single light on the table between them glowing. “Knowing that you
have no chance at Shay, do you still want to tie your future to
this ship?”

“Not to this ship. To you
personally. I want to be your personal lawyer, and I want to act
for you, and for any of your people, in any capacity in which you
need legal work done.”

“We’ll have to draw up a
contract,” the owner had said.

And Rowse had replied, “I brought one with
me.”

Keyr chuckled. “Of course you did.”

Ten years later, for the very first time,
Rowse wondered briefly if he might have made a mistake.

And then he shook it off and got to
work.


 CHAPTER
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Bashtyk Nokyd






RESTED, FEASTED, MEDIX-FLUSHED AND PAMPERED and left for a day to
recover and refresh myself, I feel like a new man.

I spend the first portion of my morning
digging through both legal news and all the freshly wormed illegal
Pact World reports a truly fine Spybee hacker can provide. I am
fascinated and thrilled by how quickly and furiously Settled Space
is reconfiguring itself. And I’m happier to be watching these
changes now that I’m out from under immediate danger of
death.

Going through the current events in Settled
Space, I’ve come to two conclusions. The first is that my host has
a deep well of talent in his employ, and he has some of his people
employed in interestingly subversive activities.

The second — this upon discovering that I am
still being hunted, but now with the bounty raised; and that my
host and the entire crew of this ship are now declared condemned
criminals with death sentences on their heads — is that I am tired
of the universe, and just about everyone in it.

I do have one brand new exception.

In my days here so far, I have
acquired a guilty but delicious secret. To the crew and guests, my
host provides all sorts of fascinating current entertainment, and I
have discovered live Sensogaming — and more particularly, a
wonderfully violent, delightfully raunchy game called
Old Earth Cowboys Versus The Bug-Eyed Monsters of
Mars.

After creating an account, I have occupied
myself for the majority of each day as a member of a variable
twelve-person unit comprised of complete strangers pinging in from
elsewhere in the star system. We are brave men and women who have
banded together to shoot down alien monsters bent on taking over
Lonesome City and kidnapping — for undoubtedly horrific purposes —
Miss Sweetbits and her harem of ladies and gentlemen of delight.
And as we earn the rewards of saving Miss Sweetbits and her harem,
we can use our rewards to purchase the company of various harem
members — all in full, utterly believable, live action sensory
detail.

While I have passed on the companionship of
Old One-Eyed Beddy, exchanging her reward ticket for extra
Sarspariller and Mightee-Chili, I have twice used tickets to visit
Chunky Cherri.

Oh, my!

I cannot believe I have lived my whole life
without ever knowing about Sensogaming. It beats hell out of the
opera.

When we are not attempting to win time with
lusty beauties or eating feasts of exotic AlienFuud, or telling
grand lies about ourselves, my fellow saviors of the universe and I
shout instructions, plans, and happy profanities to each other,
ride horses that run like the wind, and shoot weapons that splatter
bug-eyed, tentacled armies of enemies with such deadly substances
as water, hot cheese, small mammals called gophers, and squishy
loops called rubber bands that are hard to come by, but absolutely
lethal when acquired and loaded into our gaudy weapons.

My horse is a wild brown-and-white Pinto
stallion I have named Hero-Hooves. He is a killer in his own right,
deadly to anything that attacks me if I am unhorsed, and from no
other person in the universe will he accept saddle or bit — but he
is devoted to me. I have already leveled him up five times, and I
frequently spend my in-game credits buying him
whiskey-and-gunpowder, his favorite drink, to reward him for saving
my life.

My gun is now a MultiVexxor Six, with a
special side-trigger that blasts an entire twenty-pack of rubber
bands in a 280 degree semi-circle of alien-withering death and
destruction, and only the unbelievable difficulty in finding twenty
rubber bands with which to load the chamber keeps me using my gun’s
five other modes, which include the ReloadingExploding Gophers —
thirty little animals who launch themselves at the enemy, explode
in a blinding shock wave of destruction, then race back to me and
reload themselves into Cylinder Five of the MultiVexxor.

I am TheProfessorOfDanger, a
Sarspariller-drinking, skirt-chasing hero from another age — and in
the game, I love the universe and every bug-eyed monster and busty,
enthusiastic woman it cares to throw in my path.

Life is glorious.

And then, in the midst of bringing down the
alien captain by myself so I can revive my eleven downed comrades,
the earbud with which I was fitted when I came aboard
dings.

A voice I don’t recognize says, “Mado
Wong?”

For a moment I am disoriented. I “park” my
character, and am instantly back in my quarters, once again a man
without rubber bands or a horse. I am bereft.

Shay was ferocious in her instructions that my
identity must be known to no one on the ship. So she had dubbed me
Mado Wong Chung, one of the most common names in Settled
Space.

And I have to take a moment to remember that
here, as in the game, I am not Bashtyk Nokyd.

“This is… Wong.”

The voice in my earbud says, “I’m Melie, the
ship’s Two Gold. I’ve been instructed to take you to a private
dinner with the owner in two hours. Formal dress is being
autofabricated in your quarters now. I’ll arrive at
eighteen-hundred-fifty hours to pick you up.”

And instantly I am invigorated, excited,
intrigued. “I’ll be waiting when you get here.”

Mado Werix Keyr is one of many Settled Space
legends without a beginning. He fascinates me beyond all others,
because he has succeeded so strangely.

Keyr does not use his wealth to seek fame… and
did not gain wealth by first becoming famous.

He deals in the most extraordinary things —
inventions and art and bits of technology and science. These things
come from the most extraordinary places, the most notable of which
is the City of Furies, which all of Settled Space believed to be a
myth until he began importing Furies products to a stunned and
delighted market.

He owns a Death Circus franchise, a dismal and
horrible acquisition that is beneath him and that has caused him
endless trouble for what public records show are the thinnest of
profits.

And yet as far as anyone can tell, he lives
full-time aboard this ancient, outlandish, oversized ship and tends
his little franchise with a fanatical dedication greater than he
appears to give to any of his other businesses.

He owns not a single grand estate that anyone
can locate.

Has no harem of men or women, nor anyone from
his past willing to appear publicly to suggest that he once
did.

He indulges in no findable vices.

Partakes in no discoverable
pleasures.

Purchases nothing that can be either directly
or indirectly connected to any debilitating disease.

But he spends money as if it were hydrogen.
The economies of any number of small worlds and entire systems in
Settled Space list him as their number one client.

Melie arrives at the door at the appointed
hour and minute. She’s a pretty young woman with a sweet smile. She
finds me dressed in the black and gold formal shipsuit fabricated
for me in my quarters, ready and impatient to be on my
way.

I leave behind a half-lit view of a gallery
filled with the treasures of Settled Space, trading this for a maze
of corridors stacked floor to ceiling with modified Medixes —
individual prisons, no doubt, to keep the nightmarish numbers of
Keyr’s criminals pacified.

The gloom of these stacks is unbearable, the
weight of the place like the tomb of the universe on my
shoulders.

“How can you bear this place?” I
ask my young guide.

“I’m sorry, Mado Wong,” she says.
“Crew are not permitted to discuss the ship with
guests.”

I fall silent. We float down a gravdrop, past
more floors filled with more stacks of units that fade into dark
pinpoints — units that are filled with Condemned waiting to die.
The horror of the place bleeds into me. There are so many people.
So unspeaking, unseeing, unfeeling many.

How many people were the Pact Worlds executing
every year, that one ship could be filled like this?

How did no one know the number of the
Condemned? How did no one care about their fates?

The number of Medixes I saw stacked in just my
passage toward Mado Keyr’s quarters would have represented genocide
on any single world. I did not believe for an instant that I had
seen them all.

So what did that number represent
here?

At last Melie brings me to two rich dark-wood
doors, and says, “I’ll return for you once the Mado and you are
finished.” Aside from her greeting and her response to my question,
these are the only words she has spoken.

She leaves me standing outside the doors. When
she is gone, a disembodied voice says, “Open the doors and come
in.”

I look up and see directional sound heads.
That’s a relief. I take a deep breath and pass through the doors,
only to find myself in a tiny, dimly lit, featureless space between
four sets of identical doors.

I hear the click as all the doors
lock.

I lose gravity, and float to the center of the
tiny passageway, which begins to spin around me. I am thoroughly
disoriented when gravity returns abruptly. though, lightly, I float
to the floor, facing one of the four doors, with the uncomfortable
sensation that I have traveled a very long way in a very short
time.

“Open the doors to your
right.”

I open them. The room is painfully dark. I
step in carefully, making out the shape of a large desk to my left
and a vast empty nothingness everywhere else.

“Rest your hand on the wall to
your right, and walk forward.”

I do as instructed. The wall jags left, then
right, and I follow it.

At the right jag, I face a broad staircase,
faintly illuminated.

I climb the staircase, an oddly old-fashioned
thing in a ship filled with gravdrops. It funnels out into a soft
gray room, nearly empty except for a broad, well-upholstered couch
and an expanse of polished white stone wall on which hangs an
immense blank canvas.

My host, frail-looking even in his shipsuit,
rises from the couch as I reach the top of the stairs, and turns to
greet me. He, too, is suited in formal black and gold, but he has a
fixed helmet in place, and its faceplate is darkened. Werix Keyr
holds out a gauntleted hand in greeting, and I take it carefully
and shake it.

“It is an extraordinary delight to
meet you,” Keyr says. “Yours is a mind I have admired since well
before anyone knew my name. I have built much of what I do on
principles I first discovered within your work.”

I think of the long rows lined with boxes
filled with living men and women. I think of Suzee Delight, and
place what I know against what I have seen, and I realize with a
start that no matter what else they are, all those people in the
boxes are still alive.

And then I think that the Pact Worlds and
their actions to help people into slavery are coming apart because
this man put Suzee Delight in front of Settled Space, showed her to
everyone as a human being who had fought and lost in her search to
win the life she dreamed of.

He had given people a way to see. And many of
them had dared to look, and dared to think, and dared to
act.

“I am honored,” I tell
Keyr.

I have a sense of the man behind the mask, a
shadowed glimpse of a gaze fixed with fierce intensity on my face,
the overwhelming impression of a hunger so keen it frightens me. In
Keyr and in this moment, I sense passion tightly chained,
intelligence caged, vitality imprisoned behind walls it cannot
escape.

Healthy, Werix Keyr would be a force of
nature, I think. He would own the universe.

But then I reconsider. Sick,
crippled, his existence and his will channeled through the broken
path of his body, Werix Keyr has been forced to focus his life
narrowly, and perhaps had become extraordinary because of his suffering.

I wonder what the man was like as a
boy.

Keyr, meanwhile, leads me to the couch and
bids me sit. “I have a wonder for you to witness,” he says, “and I
have my drone set to bring you a delightful meal while we
experience it. You are an admirer of the works of Tai
Kavati?”

I am startled that he knows this,
and say, “God, yes! I owned her glorious Winner of the Battle at Mattera before I was declared a criminal.”

“I know.”

“You know about a painting I
owned?”

“I
own the painting you
once owned. Obtaining the locations of great works I might wish to
acquire has been a significant part of what I do for many years.
You will have Winner of the Battle at
Mattera returned to you when you reach the
City of Furies.” Keyr’s voice drops, and he growls, “They should
never have stolen it from you.” But then he says, “In any case, sit
and watch with me.”

As we seat ourselves on the couch, a low table
rises out of the floor in front of me, and a metal serving drone
scuttles out from behind the couch carrying a covered
tray.

At the same time, a soft white light begins to
glow within the blank canvas in front of us.

“This will
become Tai Kaviti’s Heart of the
City. We are going to watch her paint it —
though much more quickly than was done by her hand.”

“Heart of the
City. I’m not familiar with that
one.”

“It’s new.”

“She’s been dead for a dozen
years.”

The helmeted face turns toward me, and I sense
amusement in the set of shoulders and the tilt of head. “No. She is
simply out of the reach of the men who owned her. She lives in the
City of Furies. You’ll meet her. I suspect you’ll like her a great
deal.”

The food I eat might be delicious, but I don’t
taste a bite of it. Tai Kavati is alive, still working — and I will
meet her. On the canvas before me, I watch paint appear a stroke at
a time, but quickly. I watch layers build, watch as the artist
undoes parts that do not please her, as she adds and changes,
chooses and creates.

She paints the backdrop first, with buildings
thrusting skyward in wild abandon, endlessly patterned and detailed
— architecture in a chaos of styles that speak not of disorder, but
of passion and love and the dreams of individual humans shaken
loose from imagination and wish, fought for, given life and form
and meaning in reality.

Studying angles and perspective, I understand
that she is painting from ground level, looking up at the pinnacles
of these buildings far above.

Next, she places flying vehicles, representing
them with brilliantly colored dabs in layered lines that speed
between the buildings, weaving the sky together.

And finally she works in the foreground. Faces
appear in a crowd surrounding her, all of them pleasing in their
intent, radiating an inner joy that touches me and makes me yearn
to be among these people in this world as they hurry to their
destinations. And I understand what she’s painting.

“Ahh,” I
whisper, watching the birth of a world I have hungered for my
entire life — a world that should exist but never can. “That’s
Heaven — not the way the religious depict it, but the way I always
dreamed it might be.”

“It’s the City of Furies,” my host
says drily. “Intersection of North Tech and Science — the morning
crowd. It’s one of my favorite places in the city, and my very
favorite time of the day. People on their way to doing amazing
things, greeting others doing the same. It’s when the city inhales,
in the moment before the inhabitants begin to create. I
commissioned this painting because I almost never get to the City.
And I miss it every second I’m not in it.”

“It’s… perfect.”

Keyr chuckles. “It’s a pretty good
city. Every single person who lives there earned the right to be
there. Every single one continues to earn the right to be there
every day. The motto of the city is No one
rides for free. Every person there lives
that motto.”

The glow within the painting ceases. It is
finished.

“I will do anything to earn my
place there,” I tell him.

“Good. Help me find a way to set
the Pact Worlds’ people free.”





















Melie






SHE HATED BEING ON THE RUN,
and they’d been running for days.

The Longview tore through space, heading
toward the Raythonade origami point, and toward the jump that would
take them out of Pact Worlds space.

Melie knew bounty hunters were
after them, and that everyone aboard the Longview would be imprisoned, tried,
and with their guilt already declared, executed if they were
captured. The owner’s lawyer, Rowse, had announced the amounts of
the bounties the Pact Worlds were offering for their capture — they
were high enough to interest the worst sorts of hunters.

Those bounties included Class 1-A
Pact Worlds citizenships, magnificent properties on Pact Worlds’
core planets, guaranteed entitlement incomes, blanket pardons for
all crimes committed before and during the capture of the
Longview and its crew,
and more. Every tribe of monsters in Settled Space was going to be
hunting them.

But the owner said they were going to be all
right. That he was going to get them to safety, that he was going
to protect them, that he and his lawyer Rowse already had a safe
harbor for them.

All they had to do was get there.

Melie suspected they were on their way to the
world of the City of Furies.

Well, she hoped they were.

Rising through the gravdrop from the crew rec
room to the bridge, Melie listened to the powerful thrum of the
sub-light engines grow stronger as she neared the engine room, and
then drop away again as she rose above it.

The ship had been running hard for days,
staying well out of sight and reach of anyone watching the official
path. If they were on schedule, they had another twenty-four hours
before they arrived at the Raythonade point.

When she hit the command deck, Laure was just
coming on shift, and Tagly — Melie’s Two Silver — and the captain
were both going off.

She sat for the report.

Captain Shore said, “Shipcom, record the
report. Report is Code April Leader Four. Repeat, report is Code
April Leader Four.”

“Recording for Captain Shore.
Verifying Code April Leader Four,” shipcom said. “Go for report,
Captain Shore.”

“We’ve been clear the whole
shift,” Captain Shore said. “No other traffic, no hails, no scans,
no pings. We’re deep dark. We’re going to stay deep dark, and the
odds are that you are going to see absolutely nothing during your
eight — that you are going to have no problems and encounter
nothing unusual.

“But because of the circumstances
under which we’re operating right now, you are not going to be able
to spell each other to nap in the crash room. You’re going to have
to have two on the bridge at all times, and you’re going to have to
call in a third if either of you has to take temporary
relief.

“Who’s going to be in the crash
room?” Laure asked.

Captain Shore said, “I’ve pulled in
Brian.”

“A Three Gold?”

“I want to keep as much experience
up here as I can, and everyone above him is either here or going to
have to be here in pairs until we’re clear. I’ve just pulled twenty
hours, and I need to get an uninterrupted eight so I can do the
upcoming pre-jump through post-jump.

The captain gnawed at the corner of his lip.
He looked close to exhaustion. “Odds are this is going to be a
tedious shift for both of you. But keep each other awake and
focused, stay ready, and keep all manual monitoring on in case any
sort of alert comes through. Do you have any questions?”

“No, sir,” Melie and Laure said in
unison.

The captain nodded. “Shipcom, report
completed. Execute Code April Leader Four.”

“Code executed.”

The captain left the bridge, and in under a
minute, the shipcom reported back.

“Crew, Shore, secured. Ship is now
cleared for point jump. Origami point is not in range. Point jump
is not available. Shipcom jump status on standby until designated
point and coordinates reached.”

Laure looked at Melie. “We have a full eight
hours in which we can do absolutely nothing but sit here and watch
a whole lot of nothing go by. I’d rather not spend that time
imagining what is going to happen to us if bounty hunters capture
us.”

Melie said, “That’s what’s been running
through my head since Rowse talked to all of us.”

“Mine, too.” Laure sighed. “We
have to stay awake, we have to be alert and unimpaired, and we have
to be available if anything goes wrong. I think our chances of
fulfilling our shift duties will be better if we think about
something besides what’s coming after us.”

“I’m in.”

“You have any dirty stories you
haven’t told me yet?” Laure asked.

“No. You?”

“I’ve missed leave on two of the
last three stations where I had downtime coming. I was doing
re-certs. Then on Byng Station last week, where I took two hours to
grab some decent ground food at Charney’s, I ended up seated next
to a woman who would not shut up. I barely remember what I ate —
and I didn’t get to enjoy it.”

Melie could only nod. “Tell me about it. I’m a
couple leaves short, too. I just redid my Shuttle Pilot 3 and
annual TFN Emergency Protocols. Next up is TFN Ship Secondary
Systems.”

“Work.” Laure laughed. “We love
it, it devours us, and we still love it. I don’t think that’s an
entirely healthy relationship.”

“We could be
guests on the next episode of Love
Gone Wrong — call it ‘The Twisted Romance of Women and Their
Spaceships.’”

“I’d watch that.
Speaking of twisted romances… you have anybody
else’s dirty stories to
share?”

Melie said, “Well, I just heard about Karlex
and the tiger-girl body-modder.”

“Heard it.”

Melie sighed. “Figures. That was a pretty good
one. How about you?”

Laure sat with forearms draped over the top of
her head. “Meese and the caped heroes in the closet?” she asked,
sounding hopeful.

“Heard it.”

Laure sighed. “Figures. I think I
was the last person to get that one — everyone has already heard it. I’m
out, then. You in-processed the last group of recruits, didn’t
you?”

Melie nodded.

“Anyone in there worth bedding, if
they last long enough to reach equivalent rank?”

“Not
for me. There’s a guy who came in from Shanxley Station
you might like. He’s a
little older, a little scarred, a little dark. Has interesting
eyes. Tested well, comes in with some real-world experience. Looks
like he could rank-jump into reach fairly quickly.”

“Name?”

“Hinks? Henks?”

“Shipcom,” Laure said, “biography,
holo, and status of crew members in-processed from Shanxley Station
in our last pass.”

“Two found. Aromenja, Belyn,
female; age, twenty Standard; occupation, testing in progress
—”

The holo hovered between them. A dumpy woman
with hacked hair and an angry expression stared back at them,
looking for all the world like she thought they owed her
money.

“Not her,” Laure said, and glanced
over at Melie. “And… ouch?”

“If she had a great personality, I
could get past her looking like… well, that,” Melie said. She
paused. “Probably. Maybe. If she even had any future
here.”

“But…”

“She’s empty as null-space. No
interests, no passions, no ideas, no goals. She isn’t going to make
it out of Three Green.”

Laure was glancing at stats. “In her bio, she
lists herself as Gender Three — female/female. She’s about the only
one right now, isn’t she?”

“I’m G-5, not
G-3, but close enough. She is the only female/female on the ship right
now besides me. The fact that she’s uni and I’m poly, which would
be a disaster, but fortunately it’s not going to be an
issue.

“Confession here, though. When I
hit rank clearance and got access to your rank-locked bio, I
checked you out. I hoped…” Melie smiled. “Pretty and talented as
you are, I’m sure everyone who hits rank equivalency hopes you
might be available. Broke my heart when I saw you’re
G-6.”

“I’m flattered
that you looked,” Laure said. Then the other bio appeared, and
Melie watched Laure look appreciatively at his holo. “Oooh, you’re
so right about him. I can see that bit of dark you were talking
about — he has fierce eyes. I love that in a man.”

She read through his bio and sighed. “He’s not
going to be here long, Melie. He’s jumped crews four times in four
years. No sense getting interested.”

Melie said, “Shay must have seen
something in him. She doesn’t put anyone on crew that doesn’t
show some promise.”

Laure gave Melie a long
look. “Oh? I beg
to differ, and to prove my case, I give you one name.
Burke.”

And Melie winced and laughed. Burke was
inexplicable. “Well… all I can figure is, Burke had to have holos
of Shay in some impossibly compromising position.”

“I was guessing nepotism,” Laure
said. “He was too stupid to be related directly to the owner, but
maybe he was the backbred genetic mistake of a good friend or
something.”

Melie considered that, and nodded. “That might
actually be possible.”

But after belittling Burke, neither of them
could come up with anything else to say.

Melie’s thoughts turned toward the trouble
they were all in, toward the hunters tracking them and to the death
sentences hanging over their heads.

“It’s going to be a long eight
hours,” she murmured after a while.

“Technically we’re probably not
supposed to talk about it,” Laure said, “but you could tell me what
Bashtyk Nokyd was like. I can’t believe you got to escort him to
the owner’s quarters and then back.”

Melie froze and stared at Laure.

“Wait. You’re telling me
that…”

She closed her eyes, replayed the escort she’d
done from Mado Keyr’s private guest quarters at the back of the
ship to the owner’s, and then back — to the older man in the formal
shipsuit. To his voice, and his face…

She’d seen holos of Bashtyk Nokyd, of course.
Most people had.

But the idea that he might
actually be aboard the Longview,
or that she might have met him…

“Oh,
it was him,” she whispered.

“You didn’t know?”

“I had no idea.”

“Was he wonderful?”

Melie grinned. She had not spoken with him —
it was the rule that crew interacting with passengers were to speak
only when necessary, and to give guests their privacy.

But she had superb observation skills, and
excellent recall — and she had noticed a great deal.

She had met — and spoken to — the
great Bashtyk Nokyd.

Just discussing what each of them knew about
him, and what they could find out from the ship library, occupied
them for a good part of the shift.

When hours later the shipcom said, “Incoming
message for Laure, request private,” both of them jumped and
laughed nervously. “I’ll take it through earbud,” Laure
said.

She listened for a moment, then said, “On
it.”

She turned to Melie. “Owner. I need to set
something up for him.”

“Do I need to get Brian to the
bridge?”

“I’ve got everything from here,”
she said. “Keep track of the external monitors for the next ten
minutes while I set this up.”

That was the biggest excitement they had the
entire shift.
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Shay






“WARNING TO ALL CREW: DEEP DARK goes to ping range in ten minutes. Warning to all crew: Deep
dark goes to ping range in ten minutes. All assigned crew to the
bridge now. All assigned crew to the bridge now.”

Shay, sitting at her desk in the office that
fronted her quarters, took a deep, steadying breath. Captain Shore
knew he was to call her if there were any problems during the
passage. And she expected some.

She did not anticipate that any of
these problems would require her on-deck presence — the
Longview had a
remarkably capable crew. But she had the owner’s private gravdrop
open and waiting. She could be on the bridge in three seconds if
she was needed.

The Raythonade origami point was currently a
low-traffic one. The Raythonade system had been one of the busiest
developed systems in Settled Space and one of the most profitable
before the Legend Plague.

Traffic, money, and densely populated worlds
had drawn Legends — body-modders who’d used a brilliantly
engineered nanovirus named Legend to turn themselves into
mind-controlling, blood-drinking, incredibly attractive nightmares.
These nightmares had been able to replicate themselves by injecting
the nanovirus in their blood into unmodded humans. Because they
fancied themselves vampires, and romanticized Old Earth vampire
myths, they did this by sucking blood from their victims and having
their victims drink their blood in return.

The nanovirus made those victims their slaves.
Any body-modder using Legend could make his own slaves, and almost
all of them did. The process of making slaves — new, enthralled
vampires — had been designed by the mod developer to give the
modder a sexual rush. Worse, though, the process of drinking blood,
which was the only way a Legend could eat and survive, gave the
drinker an even bigger sexual kick. And drinking a living human
being to death was the biggest physical thrill of all.

The combination of power over normal human
beings and the designed addictiveness of the nanovirus had pushed
unmodded humanity toward the brink of extinction. The Legend
modders, unable to survive without fresh human blood, would have
followed.

And then someone, somewhere, figured out a way
to stop it. Figured out how to get the Legends to identify
themselves and voluntarily wipe themselves out, and at the same
time to make almost all the human beings who remained instantly and
inescapably lethal to any Legends who had survived.

In the aftermath, many previously bustling
regions of Settled Space were achingly empty. But the Legends has
become extinct, or the next best thing to it, and humanity had
survived and was rebuilding.

Still, the bigger and stronger a system had
been before the fall of the Legends, the emptier it was likely to
be in the aftermath.

And that was the point of heading to
Raythonade.

The Longview needed to run an origami
point — to break through the line regulated by the monitoring
spaceport, and to jump through the point without submitting to the
required legal protocols — and at the same time, to escape the ship
to be identified, boarded, and confiscated, with all crew detained
and remanded into Pact Worlds custody for execution.

To jump a line, the
Longview needed light
traffic and a jump clock with some space between point
insertions.

Raythonade sounded like it was in that
situation.

If it was, Longview would jump the line and
push into the origami point without even hailing the station, using
coordinates to an uncharted origami point Shay had used
Devil’s Dilemma to
locate. Longview would then immediately jump to a second uncharted origami
point Shay had located on that same run. She had several more such
points stored as backups in navigation.

An infinite universe meant an infinite number
of origami points — most were worthless, except for ships trying to
hide their trails.

The first jump would be tracked by Spybees,
drones positioned at every known origami point. These instantly
logged the identity, passage, direction, and destination of every
ship that passed through, then disseminated this information from
each origami point to all others instantaneously via tiny
point-jumping transmitters called pingballs.

Pingballs would follow the
Longview through its
first jump, and would return to the Spybee to report where they’d
been. So the Longview would burn its first secret origami point by using it. That
location would become known throughout Settled Space
instantly.

But there was no Spybee on the
other end of the jump to record the Longview’s arrival, and no pingballs
from that Spybee
to follow the Longview through its second jump, back through the same origami point,
but on a different trajectory that would take it into a different
fold in space. So the location of the second point would remain a
secret, and they would be able to lose any trackers.

The Longview could sit there in safety.
It would take forty-eight hours of off-time to allow the bridge
crew to recover from the brutal strain of going through two point
insertions back to back while conscious and required to
function.

Once captain and essential jump crew had
recovered, they would jump to their safe harbor — Bailey’s Irish
Space Station in the Bailey’s Irish system.

Shay smiled just a little, thinking of
Bailey’s Irish.

Upon receiving the news that
the Longview and
all its personnel had been branded criminals by the Pact Worlds,
the station’s owners had sent a brief message via tight coded ping
to the Longview that said in full:






Bugger the Pact Worlds. You and
yours have shelter, dock, citizenship, and an army of mercs to
cover your asses. Come on home. — The Baileys






Following that message, which had made Shay
laugh and cry at the same time, they had sent to Rowse airtight
legal paperwork creating the Agreement of Asylum; citizenship
offers for those of the crew who wished to avail themselves of it;
full pardons for any crew who did, safe passage for any guests
aboard the ship for which the captain or the owner would
vouch.

It was an incredibly generous
offer.

The Longview and Bailey’s Irish had a
good, decades-long history.

And unlike most stations and most systems,
Bailey’s Irish was built from start to finish to protect its
people.

The well-armed, freedom-loving folks of
Bailey’s Irish belonged to no cross-system alliances, covenants, or
pacts. They permitted no slave traffic. They had been the first
system to cut off trade with the Pact Worlds when the details of
the Suzee Delight story became public.

And rumor had it that Herog, an ex-slave who
had earned a deadly reputation as a slaver-hunter and freer of
slaves, had moved some of his crew to Bailey’s Irish, and that
these most feared of men had added their own variety of protection
to the system.

Shay couldn’t validate much of this. Bailey’s
Irish actively blocked the transmission of any information about
people through the Spybee/pingball network. It permitted the
transmission of ship-movement data for ships tagged as criminal… if
the Bailey’s Irish folks agreed with the assessment.

But details on citizens of the system or those
visiting legally could not be obtained.

Which, to Shay’s way of thinking, made it the
next best place to the City of Furies.

So she did what she was supposed
to be doing. She set the coordinates for both off-the-charts
origami points into shipcom, made them accessible to the crew who
would be doing the jumps. Then she started toward the back of her
apartment to use the private passage from her quarters through the
owner’s quarters and down to the private “shuttle bay” that
housed Devil’s Dilemma so she could prep the tiny sidewinder for its next
voyage.

In the instant she moved, she heard a tiny
pop, and hissing. Felt a damp mist on her skin.

Turned quickly enough to see mist pouring from
her desk into the air.

Had time to think, “Sabotage.”

Felt pain lance through every cell in her body
in the same instant that her gastrointestinal tract reversed
course. She vomited blood, and more blood, and then nothing at all,
while her body tried to tear itself apart ridding her of the
poisons that overcame her, and her world became a nightmare of
pain, a hell of confusion, a wall of darkness.

Then nothing at all.











Melie






“I’M NOT EVEN SUPPOSED TO be here today,” Melie muttered to the motionless, boxed
bodies as she worked down one aisle of Level Ten, doing status
sweeps and wanting to punch walls.

She was supposed to be up on the bridge,
getting ready with the rest of the crew to do the first of the
three origami-point jumps Captain Shore explained would get them
out of Pact World space and to their unnamed safe
harbor.

No one — not even Captain Shore — knew their
final destination. No one except the owner. And Shay,
certainly.

Maybe Rowse.

Rowse wouldn’t talk. He’d sold his soul to the
owner, and had become the owner’s favorite devil in
exchange.

Shay wouldn’t talk. Shay had never leaked even
the tiniest bit of trivial gossip to anyone. She dealt with guests,
business associates, dignitaries from major worlds, the rich and
the famous come to buy the mysterious cargoes the owner acquired
and traded in — and as well, with PHTF world owners, Pact Worlds
Administrators...and ship crew if she had to. She had to have the
best gossip in the universe.

But she was no one’s friend.

And the owner wouldn’t talk. The owner rarely
even showed himself.

So until they got where they were
going, no one but those two or maybe three would know where
the Longview was
headed.

Melie had actually been looking forward to
toughing out the awfulness of the jumps, of drinking terrible
shipcom-doped coffee and additives, of checking both unregistered
origami points for signs of human passage or of any connections to
Spybees, pingballs, traffic, or feed relays, just to be the first
to see whatever wonderful place it was that had given them
sanctuary.

She’d been excited about being a part of the
crew that got everyone to safety. This mattered so much to every
single human being on the ship.

And she’d been secretly happy that
the Longview was
going to have to give up its Death Circus franchise. There were
other things it could do. Better things.

She was thrilled that her job
would no longer involve being close to people burning themselves to
death. She knew getting the ones who didn’t volunteer to die away from their
horrible worlds was important. She suspected that she and the rest of
the Longview crew
were helping smuggle some of them to freedom.

But she was sure there had to be some way to
do this that didn’t involve breathing in the smell of burning human
beings, or going to sleep with their screams echoing in her
nightmares.

But something had gone wrong.

Her orders that morning had come
directly from shipcom, and had been terse. Pending investigation of breach of confidentiality regarding
the owner, you are to report to Level Ten for status sweeps on all
units.

She hadn’t done anything wrong. She hadn’t
gossiped about the owner. Hadn’t spilled any confidential material
from their runs. Hadn’t exposed the identities of priority
passengers, because she hadn’t known any.

She was in aisle five when she realized where
she’d ended up in trouble.

Bashtyk Nokyd.

She had not known who he was. That had been
Laure.

But when Laure tipped her off, and she
realized that the man she’d led to meet the owner actually was the
famous philosopher and political exile, she had happily discussed
everything she could think of with Laure.

And Laure, the ship’s first mate…

They were both in trouble, weren’t
they?

No one but the shipcom had heard them talking,
but no one could mistake what they’d said.

She wondered if Laure had ended up doing
status sweeps in Level Nine, or if she had some other grim
duty.

Well, between the two of them, she felt
confident they would manage to get it cleared up.
















Laure






“WE HAVE THE JUMP COORDINATES,” Captain Shore said.

“Locking them in now,” Laure said.
She had the navigator’s chair. Melie was supposed to be on
communications, monitoring the local chatter, but she had not
appeared on the bridge.

As Laure received their jump coordinates, she
copied them into a locked info-packet and tight-beamed them to the
approaching Spybee.

She then read the Spybee’s ship-tracking
schedule and said, “We are approximately five minutes from
origami-point insertion. Traffic is very light. I am calculating
the timing between individual ship jumps as approximately every
fifteen minutes.”

“Approximately?”

“They’re not running exact-timed
jumps. There isn’t enough traffic, either inbound or outbound, to
support them. They’re running exclusively off of ping-ball
communication to keep track of traffic.

Shore said, “I remember when Raythonade was
running a four-second jump clock, and we thought that was pretty
roomy.”

“Yes, sir,” Laure said. “This
laxness at the Raythonade station certainly makes what we need to
do easier for us.”

“That it does.”

“Do you have any word from
Melie?”

“Still not responding to calls,
Captain.”

“And tracking?”

“Isn’t bringing her up. It’s
almost…” Laure stopped before completing the sentence.

“Almost what, Laure? We don’t have
time to be coy.”

Laure sighed. “It’s almost as if she’s hiding.
I cannot locate her anywhere on the ship by tag, or vital signs, or
through shipcom.”

“I wanted her running com, dammit.
She’s the best communications crewman we have.”

“She is,” Laure agreed. “If you
want to delay the jump, I can go look for her
personally.”

Shore gave her a look of disbelief.
“Delay?”

He was studying the pattern of the jump
window. Laure could see the tenseness in him — the stiff shoulders,
the thinned lips, the pinched nostrils.

“It will be all right, Captain. We
have time, we have surprise. All we have to do is do
it.”

“Something’s wrong.”

Laure laughed, and startled
herself with the explosion of the sound. “Sir? Everything is wrong. Lunatics have
offered an enormous bounty for all of us, for this ship, there are
people out there right now hunting us, and they’ll be paid more
than any of us will see in our entire lives for turning this ship
over to the Pact Worlds.

“We have a
chance — one thin chance — to get someplace supposedly safe, but we
have no way of knowing that offer is true… and damn the legal
paperwork. Rowse may want to believe it, but you know as well as I
do every bit of that paperwork means nothing if the place that has
offered us sanctuary has secretly sided with the Pact Worlds on
this. If they’ve negotiated with the Pact Administrators, they can
legally… legally…
use any means necessary to bring in this ship and
crew in. And that includes giving us written promises of sanctuary
and citizenship.”

Shore looked at her with weary
eyes.

“What
would you do, Laure?” he asked.

“The same damn thing you’re doing.
The same damn thing the owner told us to do. Run. Because what else
can we do?”

She stared out the port at the blackness of
space, at the tiny speck of light that was Raythonade Station. At
the universe that had been so close to being hers, in which she
would have been a free captain of a free ship sailing the stars. “I
just won’t be surprised to see the cordon of gunships at the other
end.”

He didn’t look at her again. “Order crew to
jump berths now. We’re getting this over with.”
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Melie






DOWN IN LEVEL TEN,
MELIE was
instantly awake, the chemical rush of the blood scrubbers and the
chilled oxygen in the jump berth jolting her to alert consciousness
even before the jump berth could slide open.

Shipcom said, “First jump complete. Clear your
berth, do your physical check.”

She was already on her feet. The jump berths
were vertical, set for crew to pour out of them at speed in case of
an emergency.

She cleared the door and rolled into the
passageway, dropped into pushups and did ten quickly, jumped into
squats and did twenty.

Little numbers, but they demonstrated that her
body was functioning, that she had control of it.

Out loud, she said her name and ident number,
and shipcom validated her. She knew who she was, and the ship’s
memory agreed.

The whole thing took less than a minute. Every
other berthed crewman on the ship was doing the same thing at the
same time.

She shouldn’t have been doing it, though. She
should have been on the bridge drinking coffee and shaking off the
jump, checking for anything out of place on com. She should have
been part of this, not down in the dark in the Sleeper
holds.

She should have been…

“Non-jump crew, return to berths
for second jump,” shipcom said, and she swore hard and loud, and
stepped back into the damned berth, raging to the darkness that she
was jump crew. Jump crew.

The dark swallowed her, and the dark spat her
back out.

“Second jump complete. Clear your
berth, do your physical check.”

She started into the process, and realized the
ship was silent. No sound from the air scrubbers. No sound from the
sublight engines. No sound from people doing their pushups and
squats — she heard not a single scuffle of movement over the thin,
grip-grained surface of moleibond flooring.

Far aft of the engines, sounds got
lost in the immense, crowded spaces of the Longview — but she was just back of
the bow, under the open gravdrop through which every sound from ten
levels passed, and there, the ship echoed with life —
always.

Except in that instant, she could believe the
ship broken beyond repair and herself the only living soul aboard.
She froze as the emotionless voice of the shipcom said, “Bridge has
been breached. Bridge has been breached.”

She thought, Breached?

She was running, she discovered, running
toward the closest weapons locker on Level Ten. Starboard siding,
right on her walkway.

Time slowed inside her — every step took
forever, and her thoughts raced to conclusions between single beats
of her pounding heart. She ran the drill through its steps at light
speed. In the event of a breach, shipcom would lock all palm lock
and ident access, so initially the pirates would be stuck on the
bridge. They would have to bring in moleibond cutters to cut their
way into into the captain’s office, or into the gravdrop, or into
the passenger access.

Passenger access would lock down. Until one of
the four people on the ship with full access — the captain, the
first mate, Shay, or the owner — passed Gen-ID as a live person
offering a live-drawn blood sample, those quarters would remain
locked. No one would get out. Equally importantly, though, no one
would get in.

Shipcom would cut power to the gravdrops to
prevent pirates from spreading through the ship quickly. They would
have to use the emergency ladders in the gravdrops to move through
the ship.

In the gravdrop, they would be
vulnerable.

They would be above, in danger of
falling.

She would be below, armed and shooting
straight up — clear, simple shots that even a shaking, terrified
crew member could not miss.

She was at the locker in instants, while far
above, the captain shouted orders, fought, screamed…

… While One-Gold Joze, manning
defense, shouted that crew berths would not unlock, that the
gravdrops had not gone offline, that weapons would not
respond…

… While One-Green Taryn yelled
something about blowing the Blu-O seal, then screamed before she
could say more…

… And Mettan yelled something
Melie could not make out…

… And Melie’s hand hit the
palm-lock on the weapons cache…

… and the cache did not
open.

She snarled “No,” while the echoes of ugly
deaths reached down from above and squeezed her lungs, and she
slammed the flat plate with her hand, over and over, and as she did
words sliced their way out of her memory into her consciousness
like knives.

Pending investigation…

Hit the palm-lock.

Pending investigation of breach of
confidentiality regarding the owner…

Hit the palm-lock. Hit it again.

And then stopped.

Just stopped, as the
meaning of the words
worked through her brain.

She stared toward the gravdrop, invisible from
the weapons locker that would not yield to her.

Pending investigation of breach of
confidentialities regarding the owner, you are to report to Level
Ten for status sweeps on all units…

Only...

If she were pending investigation
for breach of confidentiality — an enormous, career-threatening
offense — she would not be permitted to
act as active-duty crew…

She should have
thought, but she’d been
angry. She was furious at missing out on being a part of getting
the people she loved to safety. Furious at herself for discussing
Bashtyk Nokyd with Laure.

But what mattered was that if she were
awaiting investigation, she would never have been given crew
duties. Would not have been sent to Level Ten as
punishment.

She would have been locked in her
quarters.

Someone already on the ship had needed her off
the bridge this day of all days.

She heard the moleibond cutters.
Heard Laure screaming, “No, no, no, no, no, don’t make me, no!”
echoing down on her from above, and her first stupid thought
was Why wasn’t Laure punished too,
and her second smarter thought was
Because she wouldn’t see what I would have seen,
and whoever did this just needed me out of the way.

Then Laure’s scream cut off like a silenced
alarm.

“Spread out, open the crew berths,
kill the rest. No survivors. Bounty’s the same either
way!”

Dead ran
through her mind. She was supposed to have been up there, and she
would be dead now.

And I’m alive.

And somehow, her berth had unlocked, when
every bit of evidence she could see suggested not a single other
one had.

Then a sound poured down on her that froze her
thinking brain, melted her knees and dropped her to them and rolled
her into a ball of pissing, whimpering flesh.

It was a roar and a scream and the shriek of
the damned rolled into one — and it changed the sounds from above
from those dangerous criminals in control of a situation to the
whimpers of mewling animals.

She heard a monster erupting from
the bowels of some primitive’s hell with a rage that she
could feel ten
floors below.

It was nothing human. Nothing that fit within
her experience.

But it was killing the brigands, and it was
doing it quickly and horribly, with wet, sucking, slipping thuds,
and terrible crashes. Some screamed. Others begged. One by one,
they all went silent.

Nothing in her life had prepared her to
experience the muscle-locking, mind-freezing fear the sounds she
heard elicited in her — or to think through them.

Still, she managed one clear thought Whatever
it was that had gotten loose up there, it was killing the
enemy.

And that made it
her monster.

She crawled back to her feet, grateful for
shipsuits that dealt with piss.

From the tool belt at her waist, she pulled
out a handheld moleibond sealer. It was too small, too up-close to
be a good weapon, but it was all she had.

She took deep, shuddering breaths, and
gathered the little courage remaining to her, and ran for the
gravdrop. Though it should not have been, it was
working.

She pushed hard into the upstream, and shot
toward the deck, ten long stories above her.

She arrived in a new and different silence,
and there found the bodies of Captain Shore and Mettan, Joze and
Taryn with their throats cut, and Laure cut and burned and with
parts of her shipsuit sliced away, with knife holes all over her
body, some of them bloody and some not.

Her hindbrain whispered,
This would have been you.

Intermingled with the people who had been her
friends and her family, she found bits of what had once been men,
all in pieces, ripped apart by something hideously strong, horribly
fierce, with claws and teeth… and fury.

Whatever had killed them had been
angry.

A grav shear could have left only a slightly
worse mess.

At the very front of the ship, another ship
was coupled to the Blu-O seal of the Longview, and both airlocks
were forced open.

A trail of bloody bare footprints
walked in a straight line from the Longview’s deck into the cargo hold
of the other ship — a belly-access TFN ship. From the looks of it,
it was a Colson coil-sidewinder, a big one.

She started to follow the bloody
footprints, then had second thoughts. She would stay on the
Longview, monitor any
communications, guard the airlock against…

The half-formed thought became the deed as one
pirate trotted across the umbilical, head down, studying the blood
trail, and before he even knew she was in front of him, Melie
jammed the blue-hot tip of the moleibond sealer into one side of
his skull and swirled it once before shoving it out the other side,
then yanking it back.

He was dead before he understood
it.

“Too easy for you,” she shouted at
the corpse. Jammed the sealer though his head again, but having
killed him, she could not unkill him to hurt him.

She was furious. Her eyes filled
with tears. She wanted more pirates to kill. She wanted to destroy
flesh and bone, wanted to rend and crush, wanted to see the pain
and fear and regret in the eyes of the men who had done this to her
people. Wanted to make someone
pay for the murders of her friends. Her family.
The only family she had ever known.

Three pirates came running toward her,
screaming, and she charged them, the moleibond sealer glowing blue
in front of her like a tiny version of an ancient hero’s magic
sword.

She got one of the bastards. Ran him through
the balls, the chest, the belly, the face in outraged jabs, and he
fell to the floor screaming, begging, and died before she was done
with him.

She turned to keep fighting, but discovered
she could not touch the other two because a thing that moved faster
than her mind could comprehend had grabbed both of them.

She stood, shocked frozen, her hands and
makeshift weapon dropped useless to her sides while the brigands
turned to fend off the monster behind them — a skeletal, clawed,
fanged horror with bloody eyes, with blood-clotted hair falling out
in patches, with ribs outlined against skin thin and translucent as
document sheets. The naked monster — lacking genitals, lacking
muscle — killed the other two men by ripping out their throats with
its teeth while she stood transfixed. It let one fall to the floor.
It drank the blood of the other.

And then, blood-coated, hideous, but already
less gaunt, it looked at her with keen intelligence, with
curiosity, with a vast and dangerous sense of… waiting.

“I know who you are,” she
whispered.

It walked up to her, rested a hand on her
shoulder, and stared deeply and intently into her eyes.

“Yes, you do,” it said after a
moment. “And you’re the new captain.”
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Tikka Hale






OUTSIDE THE GENDARING BUILDING, citizens of the City of
Furies were in corner coffee houses and tea rooms, at restaurants,
home with families relaxing as the day wound to a close.

Inside the GenDaring building, Tikka Hale, who
had once been a courtesan and a criminal, who had once borne the
name Suzee Delight, was doing a live gene-sequencing read in front
of her boss.

“Whatever this disease does to the
person who has it,” Tikka said, “it doesn’t kill the
victim.”

“Good.” Tikka’s boss looked over
her shoulder as she showed him her testing screen. “Give me a list
the things you’ve figured out that it does.”

In this new life, Tikka was low woman on the
totem pole in the GenDaring hierarchy — a trainee. By her own
measure, that made her the happiest woman in the universe. She was
finally living her dream, and it was everything she had hoped. She
was learning to use the gene sequencer, a process she found both
thrilling and exhausting. And her boss, Jhreg Winter, had decided
to see what she could do with a sample he’d pulled from Classified
Storage.

She told him, “It makes individual
cells live an incredibly long time. My simulation suggests this
long-life quality is nonspecific to cell type. It strengthens
myelin sheathes and almost triples the impulse speed of ion passage
through neurons. It looks like it has the same tripling effect on
receptor cells, so that any stimulus is going to be about three
times as powerful to the — ” She glanced up at Jhreg. “I’m having a
hard time using the word victim
here. Pain would be more painful, but pleasure
would be more pleasurable. Taste, scent, hearing, vision, sensation
and pressurethey all get a boost from whatever this is. Reaction
times would increase dramatically, thought processes would be
faster and more efficient…”

“Go on.”

She had learned the dangers of jumping to
conclusions before she had the evidence — every time she’d done it,
Jhreg had torn her conclusions to shreds.

But she made a jump this time anyway. “I don’t
think this is a disease. I think it’s a carefully developed genetic
mod.”

Jhreg pulled up a seat beside her, and turned
it so he was facing her. “Give the screen a rest. You’ve hit on
something here, and I want you to talk through your reasoning for
me.”

Her mind was racing. She was seeing the pieces
fitting together, and the way they were coming together was
ugly.

Her gut felt tight. She took a deep breath to
steady herself. “Someone — someone like us, if not actually one of
us — designed this.”

He watched her. Nodded. “Keep
going.”

“It was designed to create…
supermen.”

He said nothing.

“Stronger. Faster. Tougher.
Smarter. Much longer lived, almost unkillable. But not just that.
It twists the people who take it. Does evil things to
them.”

He was watching her. Waiting. Waiting for her
to say the next thing… the word that leapt into her mind, the word
she didn’t want to say.

“This is Legend,” she said. “The
vampire mod.”

He exhaled, and she realized he’d been holding
his breath. “Not quite,” he told her. “But close enough. Good job.
Legend is susceptible to a highly contagious, airborne, symbiotic
man-made virus called AntiLegend. However, we’ve had reason to call
the version which now lives in roughly 90 percent of the human
population AntiLegend A. It has been designed as a tough airborne
virus. It enters the body through the lungs, gets picked up by the
bloodstream by latching on to oxygen molecules and riding on them
through the plasma transformation that carries them into the
bloodstream, and from the bloodstream it targets the bone marrow.
In the blood marrow it multiplies, and injects itself into every
red blood cell created in the marrow. The presence of this virus
has nearly eliminated the Legend mod, and those body-modders who
used it. A single sip of the blood of a human carrying AntiLegend A
will kill a Legend carrier — immediately, horribly, and in such a
fashion that other Legend carriers in the vicinity have a very high
chance of becoming infected. However, the version of the mod you’re
looking at is not susceptible to AntiLegend A
antibodies.”

Tikka pulled out the name that had for a time
run rampant through the feeds. Even she, sequestered in her
palatial cage, had heard the rumors, though she had not seen the
holos. “Legend II? I thought that was a… a trick used to kill the
Legends.”

“It was. But it
was also real. Is real. We have a denatured sample of Legend II in
Classified Storage, and like this sample, it is immune to
AntiLegend A. But this isn’t Legend II, either. As far as we’ve
been able to tell, this is an independent developmental path
branched from the original Legend. Much more powerful than Legend,
much less creative
— for lack of a better word — than Legend
II.

“Legend II was designed to allow
the modded individual to change his physical form — within the
limitations of mass, of course. It allowed volitional cellular
reconfiguration, although the learning path to control body
reconfiguration had to be both terrifying and painful. We’ve done
artificial intelligence simulations with Legend II, and in every
instance, the AI, once Legend II is added to the human simulation,
ends up with a mindless blob of goo. Human brains are much more
adaptive than artificial intelligences, and there is proof that at
least some people were able to master this voluntary change of
physical form. But those first attempts…. The learning curve had to
be nightmarish.”

Jhreg shook his head and took a deep
breath.

“This sample is from a very rich
client who says he was originally involuntarily infected with
Legend. Who did not want Legend, but became addicted to its
beneficial aspects. Who hired someone to develop a mod that would
eliminate the symptoms of Legend he did not want.”

“Which are?”

“The inability to derive
nourishment from any source but living human blood. The involuntary
response of growing top and bottom fangs when hungry and inhaling
the scent of nearby humans, and the compulsion, apparently severe,
to rip out the throats of these people and drink their blood. And
on a lesser note, extreme photosensitivity.”

“In other words,” Tikka said, “our
client wants to be an immortal… but not an immortal
vampire.”

“Yes.”

“We have Medixes. Why not just
find a way to revert to a normal human state?”

Jhreg raised one eyebrow. “You already listed
them. Heightened responses. Faster thinking. Faster neural
responses. Heightened senses. And according to the client, the big
one: massively improved sexual stamina, and heightened sexual
pleasure.”

And that last one, Tikka thought, would have
been enough all on its own. This mod could have eliminated sight,
taste, hearing, smell, and made the modded individual dumb as
bricks, but if it kept him hard for ten hours and let him
experience multiple orgasms within that timespan, he would have
called that a win. That it didn’t do any of the other negative
things… yes. She could see why he didn’t want to go back to being a
normal human being. Who would?

“So he hired someone to
specifically remove the vampire symptoms. And…”

“He got moderate decreases in the
worst of the symptoms — enough that he can live around normal
humans most of the time without killing them. But he pays the price
for these lessened symptoms by suffering regular massive buildup of
cellular toxins, for which he has to spend time in a Medix having
his blood cycled.”

“Mado Werix Keyr,” Tikka
breathed.

Jhreg’s big hand wrapped around her upper arm
hard enough that it hurt, and his face moved in until their noses
were almost touching.

“That’s classified,” he growled. “How did
you know that?”

“I didn’t know
anything,” she said, pulling her arm out of his grip. “In my old
life, Mado Werix Keyr was a client of mine. He suffered the
symptoms you describe. He lived inside a suit, and although he
would sometimes purchase… hire me for a week, he never touched
me. Never opened his mask, never cleared the dark filter from the
face shield, never shed the shipsuit that covered every centimeter
of his body.”

Jhreg was frowning, studying Tikka with
definite curiosity. “So you know Mado Keyr personally. Have been in
his presence for extended periods of time.”

She thought back. “Added together, a total of
three months, spread out over six years.”

“That answers one mystery,” he
said. “Which is how, along with AntiLegend A, you acquired the only
known copies of AntiLegend B and AntiLegend C into your
bloodstream. He had to have put them there.”

Tikka thought back to her life as Suzee
Delight, and to her strangest client. “What do they do?”

“Same thing as AntiLegend A. They
instantly kill anyone modded with Legend II or this variant — which
we’ve been calling Peri-Legend — who ingests blood containing
them.”

“Then he… gave me a way to kill
him?”

“Him and every other Legend user
of every known variety.”

“He was directly responsible for
me being here,” Tikka said. “He had his people save my life, had
them transport me here, and gave me… gave us… a way to kill modders
who give themselves Peri-Legend and Legend II upgrades. But…
why?”

“That would be the question,
wouldn’t it?”
















 






Melie






MONSTER. NIGHTMARE. OWNER.

The naked gaunt stopped at the captain’s chair
on the bridge for only a second, rested a bloody hand on the
captain’s Gen-ID pad, and said, “Shipcom, transfer captain’s access
to Melie.”

Shipcom said, “Confirmed, Mado
Keyr.”

Then it — he — turned to face her.

“Your orders are: Set up your
account as captain. Wait for Shay to come to the bridge before
doing anything else. She was badly hurt by the same traitor who
took you off the deck. I had to get her into a Medix to save her
life, or I would have made it to the bridge faster.”

“Do you…” she
faltered. She couldn’t look at it and talk to it at the same time.
So she focused on the other ship, still locked to the
Longview. With her eyes
safely on other things, she asked, “Do you know who did
this?”

“No. I only know
that you did not. Your third order is this. Do not
touch anything but the captain’s console until Shay gets here.”

The floor of the bridge was a
charnel house, the surviving crew were locked in their berths, the
enemy ship was docked to the Longview.

“Yes… sir,”
she managed.

And the thing disappeared into the captain’s
office.

Her office, but not one she wanted to step into.

She took a deep breath and sagged into the
captain’s chair, relieved that the owner was gone. Hoping that she
would never see him — in or out of his shipsuit — again.

She shuddered. Pieces of her friends, her
family, lay on the floor close to her. Captain Dermot Shore, Taryn,
Joze, Mettan, Laure…

The stink of thickening blood filled the air,
and because the air cyclers still weren’t on, she started to catch
the first hints of decaying flesh.

She had been forbidden to even cover their
bodies. Melie understood. Shay had to see this. Whoever was
assigned to investigate what happened had to have an untouched
crime scene.

But these were her family lying there. She
wanted to clean up around them, to clean them up, make it better.
Make it not have happened.

She wished she could erase the horror of the
scene before her from her mind.

Melie rested her head in her own bloody hands
and closed her eyes for a moment. Then, with an effort of extreme
will, she pushed what had just happened to the back of her
mind.

She was the captain. The lives of everyone
else on the ship depended on her stepping up. Being
strong.

She had orders.

Order One. Set up her account as
captain of the Longview.
She could do that.

“Shipcom,” she
said, and cringed at the trembling in her voice, “help me set up my
account as captain of the Longview.”

Shipcom said, “It’s very simple, Captain. You
must select a surname for yourself. You must come up with a
biography suitable for a captain that can hold up to inspection —
Mado Rowse will work with you on that. And you must drink some
coffee.”






* * *






Melie had three cups of coffee in her system —
and along with the coffee, whatever the shipcom had doped it with
to get her past the shock of the slaughter on the deck.

She had gone from being Two-Gold Melie to
Captain Amelie FraRiveri. And she had done it not because she’d
earned her way there, but because every person who outranked her
was dead. And she, who should have been dead, had been tucked
safely away on Level Ten, out of harm’s way with an excuse not even
a child would believe.

I was assigned there because I was
being punished for breaching the owner’s
confidentiality.

The ship didn’t work that way, discipline
didn’t work that way, and how the hell had the owner not seen that
when he made her captain?

She couldn’t touch anything. She
couldn’t find out anything. She couldn’t fix anything.

All she could do was sit beside the bodies of
people who had been integral parts of her world. Who had been
friends, colleagues, and mentors. She could think about who they
had been when they were alive, and how she was going to find the
people who betrayed them, and how she was going to make those
people pay. She could keep herself from falling apart, from
becoming a weeping, useless wreck.

So she did that.

Shay announced her presence on the deck and
dropped into the navigator’s chair behind Melie to her left, and
Melie swiveled around to face her.

Shay said, “The owner told me it was
bad.”

“It’s bad.”

Shay’s gaze flicked from horror to horror, but
her face showed nothing. “He also told me you… saw him.”

“I did.”

“What did you think?”

Melie shuddered in spite of
herself. “I never want to see it… him… again.”

Shay managed a tight smile. “Neither do I. I
get to see him like that several times a month.”

“Why do you do
it?” Melie blurted out.

Shay closed her eyes. “Because
there is a part of… him… it. It
is far closer to the truth, but he chose his
name, chose to call himself male, so I say him.” She opened her
eyes again. “Anyway… there is something about him that is good.
Something right. I stay here and work with him because that part of
him keeps working to create goodness, to create places where
goodness can live and work and build and create free from the
interference of evil.”

“The City of Furies?”

“That’s part of
it. This ship is part of it. You are part of it. As he sees it,
he wins with every person he pulls out of the hands of a slaver —
by whatever name that slaver chooses to call itself — and sets his
rescue free to become fully human, fully creative, fully passionate
and able to live an individual life.”

“Wins what?”

Shay smiled. Shrugged. “A little piece of the
universe made the way he thinks it should be? A bit of redemption
for himself and the...the monster he is? Some joy at second hand?”
She shook her head. “Maybe all of those things.”

“He is,” she continued, “paying
people all around Settled Space to research ways to cure him — to
let him become one of those freed humans — but at the same time, to
let him remain capable of being the protector of those humans he
values most. The ones in whose company he chooses to live out his
life.”

“Us?”

“You. And those
he loves in the City of Furies. And me. I’m a version of what he
hopes he can someday be. And I’m here because I still believe that,
as monstrous as he is, he might yet be… saved.”

“You love him.”

Shay gave a shocked, disbelieving
bark of a laugh. “I hate
him. But I love that tiny bit of light that still
lives in him. In a funny way, I want what he wants — I want to see
him freed, made whole, given the chance to become the creative,
loving creature he yearns to be.”

“The part of him you call the
protector?”

She shrugged. Said nothing.

The silence lengthened, and into it, Melie’s
fears came crawling.

“Shay, I was
supposed to have been up here when this happened. I was supposed to
be running com. At roll-out this morning, I found myself assigned
to Level Ten doing sweeps, and I swear on my life shipcom said I
was there because I was being investigated for breaching the
owner’s confidentiality — and I was so angry at being pulled off
com for menial work that I didn’t even think I would have been confined to
quarters for what I was accused of doing.”

Shay smiled. “I already know that. But thank
you for telling me.”

“The owner —”

“The owner doesn’t know who is
responsible for all of this. But, Melie, he knows you didn’t do it.
The way he is lets him see the truth in people. He knows that you
are absolutely innocent of all of this.” She looked at the bodies
and her brow furrowed. “But he has no idea who is
guilty.”

“Then what do we do?”

“We lie for just a
bit.”

“We… lie?”

“You are captain of this ship,
both by legitimate succession and by showing extraordinary courage
and intelligence in the face of the unspeakable. Including meeting
the owner, who is the very definition of unspeakable. That you
didn’t melt into a puddle of piss on the floor when that happened
impresses the hell out of me.”

“This shipsuit gets credit for
preventing the puddle of piss.”

“You get credit for getting to
your feet and coming to fight. That was you, and that was what
mattered.”

Melie said, “Thank you.”

“As captain, you
have access to every place in this ship except for the owner’s and
my private quarters and storage. You have full access to the
records of every crewman who has ever worked on the
Longview. You have
access to all of Rowse’s records except for those locked as
Owner-Confidential.”

Melie nodded and waited.

“You are now captain in fact, and
as captain, you have this access free and clear of shipcom alerting
anyone else that you are going through their records. Including
Rowse, including all the Golds, who would otherwise be locked to
you.

“And you can reach all of these
records from any console on the ship.” Shay stopped and looked over
the deck at the bodies scattered there — bodies of enemies and
friends alike. Melie could see anger burning in the owner’s
representative’s eyes. “But we are not going to let anyone know —
not just yet — that you are the captain. I’m going to create a
scenario that gives you a plausible promotion, but not the ultimate
promotion. You’re going to ostensibly be One-Gold behind Kagen,
whom I’m going to talk into coming back as First Mate until we can
fill out our ranks with qualified people.

“The story with Kagen will be that
he jumped you in rank because of the tremendous work he did on the
Suzee Delight situation.

“Meanwhile, I’m going to take on
the role of Acting Captain. From that position, I can keep an eye
on the bridge, and have a legitimate reason for always being here
or in the office.

“While I am so engaged, you can
use captain’s access plus your remarkable skills in digging the
truth out of well-hidden communications to find out who is going to
pay for this. And you won’t have everyone looking at you and
wondering if there’s a connection between the deaths of everyone
who outranked you and your promotion to captain.”

Melie nodded. She was happy to be left alone
to ferret through com until she could find the truth.

“We won’t be able to keep Kagen on
the ship long,” Shay said. “Things have changed for him. But he’ll
help us out for a while.”

“How long will it take for him to
reach us?”

“We’re right beside an origami
point. He’s close to the City of Furies point. Neither is monitored
by Spybee, so I should be able to make the trip safely. If I go and
get him, I should probably be back in…” She closed her eyes and
thought. “Probably under two hours, if he is made to understand the
urgency of the situation.”

Melie nodded. “It sounds like a solid plan. So
what do we do now?”

“We unlock all
the jump berths and let the crew out. We touch nothing on the
bridge until we have our people rated highest in security go over
our crime scene here. Meanwhile, you and I go into our attackers’
ship, make sure everyone there is dead, and then go through their
records to see what sort of information they received from
the Longview, or elsewhere, that allowed them to find us after two jumps
through unregistered origami points. We’ll figure out what comes
next after we’ve done that.”

Melie stood. Shay stood, too, and in spite of
everything, their eyes met, and in the moment that they did, Melie
noticed the fall of Shay’s long, curly black hair, the curve of her
waist, the swell of her hips, the fullness of her breasts in her
shipsuit, and in spite of herself and the situation, she felt a
pull.

She turned away and stared at the hell around
her and took deep, stinking breaths of the bridge air to drag her
mind away from that inappropriate attraction.

It was in that instant that Shay said, “Melie,
what did you do that made you think you might legitimately be under
investigation?”

“I talked about
Bashtyk Nokyd with Laure,” Melie said, caught off guard. “Laure and
I were bored out of our skulls during the deep dark, and we were
stuck up here on the bridge together — just the two of us — for a
full eight. She asked me what he was like. I hadn’t even known Mado
Wong was Bashtyk Nokyd.”

The stillness behind her made her
turn.

Shay looked stunned. “Of course you didn’t,”
she said. “But how in all the hells humanity ever created did
she?”







 CHAPTER
7






Captain Amelie
FraRiveri






THE PIRATE SHIP MANSHARK WAS WELL-ARMED — but had used none of its
weapons against the Longview.
It hadn’t needed to.

The traitor on the inside of
the Longview had
crippled its defenses, controls, and other systems, unlocked
the Longview’s docking umbilical, and welcomed the pirates
aboard.

Melie found the codes. She found the
records.

She had all the evidence anyone could ask for.
What she didn’t have was the truth.

Melie manually overrode
ManShark’s shipcom, and
sent her voice echoing through the ship. “Shay, I found what we’re
looking for. Get up here when you can. This is… really
bad.”

Shay didn’t get back to the bridge
immediately, and when she did, there was fresh blood on her
shipsuit. “They weren’t all dead,” she told Melie. “They are now.
They got their information from an insider on the
Longview, but these were
not the ones who knew the insider’s identity.”

“Dammit. You’re sure?”

Shay’s flat yes did not welcome any other
questions in that direction.

“I wish they’d
given you a name. I found the following messages: notification that
Bashtyk Nokyd had come aboard the ship; notification that
the Longview had signed for and received its summons from the Cantata
Over-Court; jump coordinates to both unregistered origami points
sent to a relay that bounced them to this ship; a system override
code that allowed ManShark
to prevent Longview shipcom from taking the
security measures it would have when the ship was breached, even
though shipcom knew we’d been breached. And finally, an outbound
message that the recipient’s cut of the bounty would be one full
share, or one ninth, as previously agreed.”

“Eight crew on this
ship?”

“That’s what the roster
says.”

“I got them all, then.” Shay
studied Melie. “You look like hell. What’s the thing you’re not
telling me?”

“Every one of those transmissions
went through my account.”

Shay considered that for a minute.

“That makes sense. That was at
least a part of why you had to be off the deck today. You would
have noticed the transmissions coming from your own account while
you were running com, and you would have known you weren’t sending
them.”

“Why do you think I didn’t?” Melie
shook her head. “I was in a place of safety where I had no business
being and where I had no reason to think I should have been, I had
access to shipcom from Level Ten, I survived when everyone above my
rank died, and all the evidence points to me.”

“One, all the
evidence points to you — and you are far too intelligent to send
incriminating evidence from your own accounts. And two, if you had
been doing this, there would have been no incriminating evidence.
You have delved deeper into signal transmission than anyone else
currently on the ship. And you’re good at it — far better than I
am, and I’m not bad. You
would have set the records to disappear after
they were read, among other things.”

Melie nodded. She would have done exactly
that.

“This was
someone who thought she was being clever. It wasn’t someone
who was clever.”

“She?”

“It had to have been
Laure.”

“No! Absolutely
not. Why would you think that? Laure loved the
Longview as much as I
do!”

“Even so, it was her.”

“How can you say that? She’s dead
along with the rest of our people, and she died fighting just like
the rest of our people.”

“It was Laure,” Shay said,
“because she told you Bashtyk Nokyd’s identity.”

Melie said, “Why would that prove
anything?”

“Bashtyk Nokyd is the most
important passenger we’ve ever carried, and getting him safely to
the City of Furies has been the owner’s biggest goal since Mado
Keyr and the citizens of the City of Furies first started trading.
Mado Keyr talks about Nokyd being the perfect Fury. He sees Nokyd
as the man who, when he lends his voice and his philosophy to the
City, will give it the words and actions it needs to lead every
individual in Settled Space to freedom.

“No
one knew we had Bashtyk Nokyd on
board, save the mado and me. Not the captain, not the first mate,
not Rowse, not anyone. I knew who he was because the owner sent me
to get him, and if I didn’t have to validate Nokyd’s identity
before bringing him aboard, Mado Keyr wouldn’t have told me. That
information was not on the ship database, it wasn’t in the owner’s
records, it wasn’t anywhere. Mado Nokyd did not meet with any of
the crew or any of the guests. You were the only person entrusted
with meeting him, and he did not speak much to you.”

Melie frowned. “Then how did Laure
know?”

Shay whispered, “I don’t
know. I. Don’t. Know.”

She sat down in the deck chair opposite the
one Melie occupied, and Melie realized that she was seeing fear on
Shay’s face for the first time ever.

She tried to imagine where that fear might
come from.

It took her no time at all to guess the
source.

“Shay,” she
said. “The owner won’t… hurt
you for having missed information on Laure, will
he?”

Shay looked startled by Melie’s
question, then shook her head. “No. But this oversight, this
disaster, is on me. I vet every person who comes aboard the
Longview, know each
history, know everything anyone anywhere has ever known about every
single human being aboard.

“Every crew member is tested
frequently for honesty, integrity, and loyalty as well as skills —
and though I use the guise of the shipcom interface to do it, I
test them personally. Our cargo is so precious the owner has never
taken the slightest chance with any of it.

“Are the captain and first mate
subject to the same testing as the rest of the crew?”

“Yes,” Shay said. “We trust. But
we use the complete veridicator process. Laure passed her last
test, which was days before this happened.”

“Right. When she came back for
short leave on Byng Station,” Melie said.

Shay’s eyebrow rose.

Melie continued. “We were talking about her
leave, which was just for one meal, and that meal was ruined
because her seatmate in the eatery would not shut up.”

Shay nodded. “You and I will run through her
chip data and go over that encounter in detail. It may give us a
direction to pursue.”

“Her...chip data?”

“This is
confidential. It goes no further than the two of us, ever — but
every member of the Longview
has a high-density doppler chip embedded on bone
when that crew member is accepted as ship crew. This chip
constantly records everything that happens around the crew member
within a thirty-meter sphere, and can record and store twenty years
of sequential data. In circumstances like these, the owner will
remove and review the chips of any crew, living or dead, who may
have essential information. Most chips are removed and destroyed
without ever having been seen when the crew member leaves the
crew.”

“So... I have one of these chips.”

Shay studied her and nodded slowly. “Trust,”
she said softly. “But veridicate. This way, even the dead can have
their day in court and be assured of a just trial.”

Then Shay shrugged. “But we’ll listen to the
stories of the dead later. First, show me what else you’ve found
here.”

Melie ran the data on the bounty
the Pact Worlds were offering for the Longview with Shay, and said, “One
ninth of the price on our heads — one share of the blood money for
bringing this ship and its crew in, dead or alive, is over three
million rucets. Do you think that would have been enough to buy
Laure’s loyalty?”

Shay snorted. “Laure was an
enthusiastic participant in the owner’s investment pool. Between
her daily and investment accounts, she has — had — about three
times that much, truth be known. She also owned property shares in
the City of Furies for a home there when she was ready to retire —
and those cannot even be bought by anyone not already a Furies
citizen. They must be earned. Nothing the Pact Worlds could have
offered her could hope to match what she already had. The
owner earns the
loyalty of his crew.”

Melie said, “I know that. And yet this time he
didn’t.”

She dug through the scant, poorly
organized records on the ManShark,
hoping to find anything that might link Laure to
the crew. There was nothing.

Melie finally said, “This is garbage. They
kept sloppy records. If anyone was behind them, that information
isn’t in here. If they had a bigger plan, that isn’t here. All
we’re doing on this ship is wasting time.”

Shay sighed. “Then we’ll go to Laure’s chip,
and if necessary the chips of the others on the bridge when this
happened.”






* * *






Melie sat in the locked conference
room with Shay. So Shay could keep track of what was happening with
the Longview, she
had live screens of the crew members who were cleaning up the
bridge, and of those who were stripping the ManShark of records and
salvage.

Meanwhile, Shay was showing Melie how to run a
doppler chip reader — a piece of technology Melie hadn’t even
suspected existed.

They were in the center of a gray-on-gray
universe in which Laure was a visible figure who existed inside a
sphere sixty meters in diameter when viewed at full
size.

The commands were simple. Shay
could touch any point in the image to make that the center of what
she was looking at, could squeeze her thumb and index finger
together to make the image smaller, or spread them apart to make it
bigger. Saying the date and time she wanted to see moved the
hologram to that date if it existed. The words go and stop started and stopped movement.
The words open and close brought the image up and turned it off.

By default, the doppler reader centered Melie
right inside of Laure, so that she would see what Laure saw from
Laure’s own perspective.

Shay had Melie forward to the moment when
Laure left the ship to take leave on Byng Station. But that was
horrifying. It was utterly intimate, personal — there was no censor
to anything Laure did. No buffer at all.

“I can’t stand this,” Melie
said.

Shay said, “If you’re inside your own image,
it’s bearable. If you’re inside someone else’s, it will make your
skin crawl. It does mine, anyway. Fix it by making the image half
size and by moving Laure to the tabletop on your right.”

Shay did as she was told. It helped a
little.

“Now make her
smaller still, but keep her in the same place. We want to be able
to get a clear view of her as she steps off the
Longview and out into
Central Processing.

They watched the world move around her as
Laure walked off the ship, through the personnel scanners, and into
the open-stall marketplace that waited on the other side. Laure
headed toward the station corridor on the other side that went to
ByngTown, the part of the station that had upscale shops,
restaurants, and other forms of personal entertainment.

“Wait,” Melie said, and then
realized that was the wrong word. “Stop, back at one third
speed.”

Laure walked backward, but slowly.

Melie said, “You see that?” A woman had
stepped out from behind one of the market stalls as if she had been
waiting, and took the same path as Laure, at the same pace, but
keeping well behind her.

Shay nodded. “The timing is suspicious. Go
ahead and mark the woman. Just put your finger on her and say
‘Mark.’”

Melie did that, and the woman turned
green.

“You can change the color if you
want.”

“Green’s fine,” Melie
said.

“Go,” Melie said, and they began
walking again.

Laure was heading toward ByngTown’s restaurant
row when all of a sudden the woman following her accelerated,
caught up with Laure, and Laure stopped as fully and completely as
if she’d been frozen.

“She was waiting for Laure,” Melie
said.

Shay nodded.

The woman wrapped her hand around Laure’s
wrist, and Laure followed her, not saying anything, not giving any
sign that she was awake or aware of what was happening to
her.

“What’s going on?”

Shay said, “Trouble of a kind we don’t
need.”

Melie’s heart had sped up, and her breath had
quickened. She was afraid, deeply and completely afraid. She
watched the stranger lead Melie into a locked, closed storefront,
watched the stranger lock the door behind them, watched as the
stranger turned Laure to face her, lifted Laure’s chin with her
index finger, and began to kiss Laure on the lips.

“Laure isn’t G-5.”

“No,” Shay agreed. “But that woman
isn’t kissing her. Stop.” she said. “Back up ten seconds. Stop.”
The doppler image dropped back to just after the start of the
kiss.

Shay reached out, touched the point where
their lips met, flicked her thumb and finger apart rapidly, and
suddenly she and Melie were inside Laure’s mouth; Laure’s jaws were
forced apart by the stranger; Laure’s tongue was the size of the
conference table; and the stranger’s four sharp fangs were embedded
top and bottom into that tongue.

“Legend,” Shay said grimly. “And
not one worried about dying explosively from AntiLegend, which
Laure’s blood is full of. So this one may be a Legend II monster.
Or it may be something else.”

Which was too much for Melie. She vomited for
the second time in the same day. One of the little autoscrubbers
shot out of the wall to clean up the mess, and brushed Melie’s
ankle, and she jumped onto the tabletop and swore before realizing
what had touched her.

She wiped her mouth on the back of her hand
and looked at Shay, embarrassed. “I may not be the best choice for
captain.”

Shay gave her a crooked smile. “I was just
thinking that was a pretty good vertical jump for someone launching
from a sit-and-puke position.” She rested her fingertips on Melie’s
wrist and said, “Relax. You had a healthy, normal human reaction to
something that is horrifying. You’re the right choice for captain,
Melie.”

“You didn’t react that
way.”

“I don’t have normal human
reactions to Legends anymore. I deal with the owner as my primary
job. Remember? I knew this woman was a Legend — or something a lot
like one — the instant she took Laure’s wrist and Laure didn’t
resist her. I knew what we were going to see before I enlarged the
image.”

“You’ve seen that
before?”

“I’ve experienced
that before. The fact that I’m even alive is
something I find myself disbelieving about half the time. You don’t
want to know my story, Melie. It’s dark and ugly and tied to a man
I hate and cannot leave. The only light in my life is the fact that
I get to be here, on the Longview,
with good people I care about — and that
sometimes I get to go to
the City of Furies. If the best thing in the world happens, someday
I’ll get to live there.” She touched the image of Laure and reduced
it in size. “I’m not holding my breath, though.”

It was a moment of nakedness from Shay, and
Melie had never seen that before. She slid off the table and back
into her seat, and turned to face Shay. She put her hand atop the
hand Shay rested on the table, and said, “You’ll get your freedom.
You’ll get to live in the City of Furies and have the life you want
there. Hang on, and stay strong. I’ll do anything I can to help you
get there.”

They stared into each other’s
eyes, and Melie saw Shay. Saw her as a woman like herself, saw her as someone
else who wanted love and was sure she could never find
it.

Could never have it.

Would never deserve it.

“Someone will see who you are,”
she whispered, “and love who you are. Someone will be worthy of
loving you — and where the two of you are won’t matter, as long as
you’re together.”

Shay’s eyes went wide. In them, Melie saw both
desire and fear.

She pulled her hand back. “I’m sorry,” she
said. “I — that was inappropriate. I didn’t mean to make you
uncomfortable.”

Shay put her hands in her lap and stared down
at them, and for an agonizingly long time, she said
nothing.

Melie wanted to crawl under the table and hide
there. “I can go,” she said, “to give you time to go to your
quarters. And then I’ll come back in and work on this on my
own.”

With her head still down, Shay said, “You
didn’t make me uncomfortable. You...woke me up. Made me remember
what it was like to want to be with someone. I haven’t let myself
feel that since — well, a couple years before I ended up in the
employ of Mado Keyr.”

Melie’s breath caught. “Is there any way
you...and I...?”

Shay said, “My association with Mado Keyr
leaves me dirty. I am trapped by his secrets. I know that no one
else can do the work I do for him. And I have been alone for so
long, and assumed that I would always be alone.”

She studied Melie.

“But for the first time, someone
on this ship besides me knows what he is.”

“The other captains haven’t
known?”

“No. Just you.”

“Why me?”

Shay stared down at her hands again and shook
her head. “I don’t know. He could make you forget. He always made
them forget before. Always. I don’t know why you’re
different.”

Melie considered that. “Maybe he wants you to
have someone. Would he think I would interest you?”

“He knows me,” Shay said. “And you
interest me. You have since you first walked aboard this ship. But
that doesn’t...it’s not...”

Melie found this fragile human side of Shay
both uncomfortable and confusing.

I’m the captain, she thought. Captains make
command decisions. “We have work to do,” she said, “and many people
counting on us to do it well. I’m not going anywhere, and neither
are you. So for now, nothing changes between us. If at some point
in the future you want it to, I’m here.”

Shay nibbled the corner of her lip. “Thank
you.”

Melie gave herself half a second to inhale and
to refocus. She resumed the doppler image at the point where the
kiss that was not a kiss ended. The Legend in the image injected a
liquid into Laure’s upper arm; injected a small oval into the
tissue at the base of her skull that, when the image was backed up
and expanded, looked like a slow-release nanoviral mod pad; and
inserted a microbead into the palm of Laure’s right
hand.

When she finished, the Legend said, “You went
from your ship straight to Low Rose’s Eatery for a meal, where you
found yourself seated next to a woman who talked constantly about
her recent vacation, and while the food you had was adequate, the
company in which you were forced to eat it was so awful it has
driven specific details of your meal from your mind. You know you
ordered favorites, but are understandably vague about what they
were.”

The woman then walked Laure to a seat in the
room. “In one hour, the door here will unlock and open for you. You
will return to your own ship. You never met me, you never came
here. Until you hear my voice again, you will act in every way on
your own free will. Only when you hear my voice will you remember
that I own your body and your mind, and you will obey everything I
tell you instantly and without question.”

And then she walked away.

Melie followed her into the crowd, but she
didn’t go to a ship. Instead, she wandered deeper into the station
and vanished from tracking.

Shay stopped the recording. “Find everything,”
she said. “Go through every instant of Laure’s life from this
moment until her death. Find every change she made to the ship,
backtrack every person she contacted, walk through every action to
every consequence you can. We will hide until you finish, no matter
how long it takes — but only you can do this. We cannot be sure of
a single other person on this ship but you, the owner, Kagen, and
me until you have done this.

She rose, her eyes not meeting Melie’s gaze.
“I have urgent work to do in the meantime. When you have
everything, though, call me over shipcom and I’ll come.”

Melie asked, “How can we be sure we can trust
ourselves? Either of us might have been tampered with.”

Shay smiled. “The owner read you and vouched
for you. Had he been looking for an attack from one of his own
kind, he would have looked at Laure, and would have seen what was
done to her. In the wake of the attack, he used every ability he
has to look at you. You’re fine.”

“And you?”

“I’m under his scrutiny every day,
and every moment. There is no part of my life he does not see, or
know.”

“I don’t know how you bear
it.”

Shay looked Melie directly in the eye and
said, “It is the price I pay to make my life matter.”

Shay was at the deck’s aft hatches when Melie
realized they had another problem. “What do we tell the passengers
about what happened?”

Shay stopped. Exhaled loudly, and muttered
something under her breath. “Right. I’m clearly not at my best
right now. We tell them nothing. They were safe, they were locked
away in the passenger berths front and aft, and they were in
Medixes. As far as they’re concerned, nothing happened. If one of
them is involved in this, ‘nothing happened’ might flush him out.
It’s done, it’s dealt with, and all we’re doing right now is hiding
until we get a ping that tells us it’s safe to go to our new
destination, from which they can book passage anywhere they
choose.”

Melie nodded. “You’ll let the crew know? Or
have Kagen do it?”

“I’ll take care of it. I’ll take
care of the passengers, too. You… just find that bitch.”

“On it.”













Bashtyk Nokyd






I AM NOT MEETING WITH THE OWNER,
and I am grateful for that. He was not comfortable
company.

Shay is. Shay is, in fact,
delightful.

“Here is the problem for which the
owner has spent several fortunes tracking you down,” Shay tells me.
“He wants to free the people trapped in the Pact Worlds. But people
who are freed from corrupt and repressive governments without a
philosophy to guide them to better lives usually duplicate the
corruption they just escaped.”

We sit at a table together in her private
quarters — Shay, the infamous lawyer Rowse, who looks like the
pirate gossip and speculation say he used to be, and me.

Rowse is swarthy, muscular, dressed in a
shipsuit with dozens of little skulls on the left breast; he has
glittering black eyes and black hair worn long and braided down his
back. He is not a man who would have fit comfortably in the A-1
salons in Meileone’s Silver Cathedral.

I like this about him. But having heard rumors
of him, I had expected to like him. Rowse is not a
surprise.

Shay is. Shay’s private quarters are decorated
at considerable expense to look like a cabin built of logs from any
of a number of Old Earth settlements — this is an anomaly I cannot
explain. This place is a paean to a primitivism that is far removed
from any element visible in the woman who hosts our little talk. If
ever a woman did not fit her surroundings, it is Shay in this
place.

Shay now has long, curling black hair,
honey-gold skin, the same astonishing green eyes. I liked the
red-head Trouble Girl look better on her — but this is good
too.

I think long, deep thoughts about Shay, and
keep them to myself. There are women who, alone, walk through all
the throngs of men as though guarded by guns and turrets and
flamethrowers; who smile warmly yet never for an instant smile
suggestively. Shay is one of these. Were she not, I would have
shamelessly used my fame and her obvious admiration in an attempt
to bed her. Every line and curve of her haunts me.

Rowse looks at Shay the way I wish I dared to
look at Shay. Clearly he is much less afraid of invisible guns and
turrets and flamethrowers than am I.

Every time I look at her, I see her naked in
my bed.

But Shay wants to talk about freedom, and
philosophy, and governments.

So I consider the problem she has presented.
“The choice to force others to do what you would have them do — the
thug choice — requires neither intelligence nor planning. It
requires only a bigger stick and the willingness to use it. It is
the animal choice, and thus it is always the easier choice. Most of
Settled Space, most of the time, operates in thug mode.”

“Slaver worlds, for example,” Shay
says. “And what so many of the Pact Worlds have become.”

Rowse is thoughtful. “The monarchies are such
— they’re run by thugs who won their territories, then legitimized
their rule by claims of Divine Right.”

“Dictatorships,” Shay says.
“Obviously. But… less obviously, democracies run by pure majority
rule — such governments are nothing but mob rule when there is
neither protection nor permission for those who hold the minority
point of view.”

Rowse glanced at her, nodded, looked back to
me. “Add also those religions that present God-as-Thug, and those
believers who threaten any who disbelieve with torture and hell in
an afterlife, and as often deliver torture, grief, and even death
to believers and non-believers alike in the current
life.”

They both fall silent.

“All true,” I
say, “but far, far too limited. Thug rule is not the purview of
religion or government or a mob alone. Thug rule originates in the
mind of the individual, and in the desire of the individual
to make other people do things his way, for his benefit, or
for their own good.
Doing something that forces change in the life of another for his
own good is Thug Rule just exactly as much as doing something that
forces changes in his life for your benefit.

“Every time you hear someone say,
‘There should be a law for that,’ you are hearing the voice of a
thug saying, ‘I should be able to make government force people I
disagree with to do things my way.’ And every time there is a law
made to do that very thing, thugs rip another inch of individual
freedom away from the individual.”

“But law is the way by which free
humans retain their freedom,” Rowse says, and Shay nods.

“Are all laws created equal?” I
ask.

“Of course not,” Shay says, and
Rowse, a beat later, says, “Some are certainly better than
others.”

“So what do you think of the Broad
Identification Law on Cantata? This law currently requires that any
human being with a citizenship level lower than A-1 must be
Gen-ID’d, tagged with full bio-ident data, and tracked at all
times, so that this individual can never enter an A-1 area without
a purchased pass — even accidentally — without setting off an
alarm.”

“It’s a terrible law,” Rowse
says.

“Of course. But why?”

It takes Rowse only a second to consider.
“Because in the guise of protecting life and property — both
inherent rights of the individual — this law forces the vast
majority of the population to be put into access arrays that can
give their complete personal information and location to anyone,
anywhere, at any time. And these tracking devices, because they’re
tagged at the genetic level and powered by the individual’s own
physiological electrical conduction system, will allow any live
individual to be tracked anywhere on any planet — not just in A-1
restricted zones, or just on Pact Worlds, but anywhere. And with
the improved sensitivity of ping-based tracking systems, any planet
with ping and a Spybee or a feed becomes a relay station for that
individual’s signal.

“One tracker sitting anywhere in
Settled Space, searching the feeds for a specific individual, can
locate him to within one-hundred square meters in any system that
is within reach of the ever-expanding feed. And do it in about ten
minutes real-time.”

I stare at him, astonished. “Is it truly that
bad already?”

Rowse shrugs. “Technology expands. The
benefits get us what we want — and smart men hide the worst of the
side effects that give our enemies what they want. I’ve had to do a
great deal of research on this particular issue when dealing with
removal and destruction of cell-level Gen-ID tracking in our
recruits.”

“Then individual rights within all
of Settled Space — not just the Pact Worlds and the slaver worlds —
teeter on the brink of destruction, and what you have tasked me
with becomes more urgent and more desperate than I had ever
imagined.”

I stare down at my hands. They’re knotted into
tight fists, and it takes an effort of will for me to relax
them.

“The animal instinct to force
others to do what one wants them to do is the enemy of free will,
of individuals pursuing lives worth living, and of all creativity.
Government tries to make humanity better, and in doing so, destroys
everything good that people might do. People can only be better
because they choose to be — and those who choose other paths can be
punished for the actions they decide to take that cause harm, but
not for their choice to be something other than good
people.

“The only way I can help you is to figure out a better way to show
individuals the values of their individual choices. I will not take
part in anything that attempts to force people’s paths to be better
— even if they choose paths that will take them to harmful
actions.”

Shay looks at me, eyes intent to the point of
being frightening. “I understand this. Every individual must have
absolute choice over the path of his own life. Please just help us
figure out how to show people that a Thug Universe is not the only
choice. Every resource I can get for you, you will have. Tell me
what you need and it will be yours.”

I need to
bed you, I think. “Access to the feed,” I
say. “Access to someone who can search the feed well and without
leaving any tracks behind. Access to anything you know about the
way the City of Furies is organized —”

Shay stops me. “The City of Furies
is a dead end. I cannot tell you how I know this, but
I do know it. It is… not
finished. Not yet. You must find a way to show people the value of
individual choice without using the City of Furies at
all.”

I want to argue, but I find that I
believe her. Something in her eyes, in the tension in her
shoulders, in the line of her mouth, convinces me that she is
telling me truth absolute. Whatever the City of Furies is, it
is not the answer
to my life-long quest to make possible a universe that offers
self-directed and universal freedom.

My heart breaks quietly inside my
chest.
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Melie






MELIE NEEDED TEN FULL DAYS, sleeping only an hour or two
at a time, to pull every bit of information she could find out of
Laure’s data. When she had it, though, she called Shay over
shipcom.

“Owner’s Representative to the
Conference Room,” she told shipcom, and heard her request echo
through the mostly-silent ship.

Shay’s voice, which she had not heard once
since their uncomfortable conversation ten days before, was
instantly in her earbud. “You have your report?”

“Everything,” Melie
said.

“I’m on my way.”

When Shay arrived, Melie occupied the place in
her mind where the captain of a TFN ship lived. She nodded Shay to
a seat, then started into her presentation.

“This is flat-imaged,” she said.
“It eliminates nonessentials and distractions, and allows us to
focus on data.”

Shay simply nodded.

“This first
image is the microbead injected into the palm of Laure’s hand. It
was a data collector. The instant Laure’s hand touched the
palm-lock on the ship, it read Laure’s complete palm-lock data and
transferred it at that instant to a tightly controlled feed. I
cannot locate the recipients of the feed, or crack its contents —
whoever she is, the Legend who put this attack together either has
tremendous skills on her own, or someone working for her who does
government or corporate high-level security. This is layered,
bounced, mirrored, and folded. I found it and broke it in
the ManShark, and got through half a dozen steps backwards, but in the end
I simply don’t have the power to brute-force my way through the
protection on this.

“However, I got
far enough to tell you that the feed had two purposes. The first
was to permit the pirates of the ManShark to unlock the
Longview before they
even reached us. Laure’s codes allowed them to set up exactly the
configuration they needed to keep the crew locked in jump berths,
to turn off the majority of our systems while leaving the gravdrops
operational, and to open the doors once the umbilical connection
was complete.

“The second,” Melie continued,
“was even worse. From the day this connection was established,
everything in Laure’s access became instantly accessible to the
Legend who tagged her. All this woman had to do was to pick up the
information from any of thousands of dead drops she has set up.
After that, the ship simply opened everything to which Laure had
access via a locked code in the feed. Every time we passed a Spybee
or gave ship codes to pingballs, the feed also passively collected
whatever new information was available to Laure.”

“How much did the bitch
get?”

“Everything Laure could touch,”
Melie said. “Absolutely everything. Because she didn’t have access
to the owner’s private information, or yours, or Rowse’s, none of
that was compromised. She didn’t get any of the crew’s
private-personal information — diaries, logs, personal
communications. But she got all their records. She got all the
records from the Sleepers. She got all public documents such as
contracts. She got all ship logs, all origami-point logs, all
station stops...” Melie shook her head. “Just about everything we
have that matters, she has. Assume that any crew member or
registered guest can now be blackmailed. Assume that any secret
routes you’ve put into shipcom are now in her hands.”

Shay sat down. “Anything else?”

She didn’t look as worried as Melie had been.
Maybe she hid it better.

“Search records, contents of any
research done over open channels, receipts for payments and
purchases through non-secure accounts, details and contents of open
feed use as well as any secured feeds to which Laure had access,
crew and guest feed chatter — a lot of non-specific garbage. What
she got that really matters is personal information about crew and
official guests.”

Shay considered that. “Bashtyk Nokyd isn’t an
official guest. He’s back in the buyer/client quarters, he’s under
an assumed name, and his presence aboard the ship isn’t recorded
anywhere. So where does this connect to Laure asking you about
him?”

“That’s where the injection she
did at the back of Laure’s head comes in. The injection was of a
classified programmed nano-augment called Third Ear. It’s designed
for military use and remains accessible only to people with deep
military connections in those armies that use it.”

“She’s a Legend,” Shay said in
mild tones. “Her skills are extremely well-developed. If she wants
military access, she’ll have it without anyone even knowing they
gave it to her.”

“Right.” Melie felt her skin
flush. She should have remembered that aspect of Legends as it
related to this situation. “Third Ear creates a tiny skin-and-bone
middle ear at the base of the skull that wires directly into the
neurological system through the foramen magnum — the hole in the
skull through which the spinal cord connects to the brain. This
would be useless if it didn’t have a way to gather sound, though.
In this case, it has a tympanic-membrane-analog — the part of the
ear that collects sound waves — that is set up to read auditory
signals connected from a coded feed. The person on the other end of
the feed can transmit through a subvocalizer, a standard
voice-to-feed connection, or anything else someone wants to rig
up.”

“So our Legend wasn’t just getting
information. She was also sending it.”

“Yes. And to keep things simple
for herself, and to make sure Laure was always within reach, she
send her transmissions through a narrow, locked band she threaded
into our shipcom feed.”

Shay swore.

Melie waited until Shay wound down. “So, as I
understand the abilities of Legends, this woman could give Laure
specific commands, and Laure would have no choice but to do what
she said.”

“It’s possible to resist some
commands.” Shay dropped her gaze from Melie’s face to her own
hands. “To resist, though, the victim has to know she is being
controlled, has to recognize the order she has been given as coming
from outside of her, and has to have the strength to fight it. The
only commands the individual has any real chance of resisting are
those things she would never, ever, under any circumstances do on
her own.”

Melie watched the way Shay’s body
had gone rigid while she explained that, and she could not help but
wonder, What did the owner do to her? Or
try to make her do?

But of course she did not ask. Instead she
said, “I have proof that Laure resisted at least once.
Successfully.”

Shay looked surprised when she raised her
head. She looked oddly hopeful. “Really? How?”

“I’ll get to that when we go over
the Actions and Consequences in a second. First, I want to tell you
about the thing the Legend did to Laure.”

“All right.”

“She did the injection in Laure’s
upper arm.”

“She did that injection
first.”

Melie nodded. “If it had worked, I would have
covered that first. But it was the thing that broke.”

“Did that matter in the
end?”

“Yes. The failure of this mod was
fifty percent of saving the lives of everyone on this ship at the
end.”

“What was it supposed to
do?”

“It was supposed to create
hardwired connections through Laure’s body that would have allowed
the Legend to take over physical control of her body — the same way
you would control a character in a Sensogame.”

“Right.” Shay nodded sharply. “I
understand how that works. So what happened that broke this
adaptation?”

“It was a black-market one-off
mod. I suspect the Legend had this developed specifically for
gaining control of the Longview. According to the GenDaring analyst
who read all this stuff for me, this was a long-shot prototype,
done to fit to the broadest general human DNA compatibility
profile. This means this Legend had no prior connection to Laure,
and no way of testing for compatibility. She had no previous access
to the ship, crew, or known passengers.”

“Lucky us,” Shay snarled. “A break
at last.”

“It was. Laure came from an
established small-population PHTF settlement that suffered horribly
from Founder Effect. The majority of pairs on her genes were rare
or matching, or both. She looked normal because she used her Medix
to give her a normal appearance. But she was both reproductively
sterile and would have had a number of internal and external
deformities without Medix adjustment.”

“I remember,” Shay said. “She was
a horribly deformed toss who managed to get into her settlement’s
Needle, and hang on up in the cabin until we arrived on our Death
Circus rounds. We took her on as crew during that stop, and she
changed herself into a pretty girl and worked her ass off when she
wasn’t busy being admired by pretty boys.”

“That fits. That fits, and that
tells me how she managed to beat direct orders she got from the
Legend.” Melie took a deep breath. “So here are the actions and
consequences you asked for: One-Action: Laure asked me about
Bashtyk Nokyd during deep dark.

“Consequence: I tell
her.

“Two-Action: The Legend sends her
to poison Nokyd.

“Consequence: She visits the
official guest quarters — the only ones she has access to — and
none of the guests are Bashtyk Nokyd. The Legend tells her to come
to you to steal codes the Legend believes you have, but this Laure
will not do. She successfully resists. The Legend decides to wait
and get Nokyd another way.

“Three-Action:
The Legend has Laure send me to Level 10 during the jumps to keep
me from monitoring com and seeing the Longview sending docking codes to an
enemy ship, and shutting down our protection.

“Consequence: I am out of the way
when the rest of the rest of the crew is killed.

“Four-Action:
Laure can read the Longview’s status as the other ship
begins to dock, and tries to shut down the overrides. She can’t —
except for me, because she manually set my status. She unlocks my
jump berth, fighting the Legend’s orders about what she was to do
during the boarding to do it.”

Shay said, “No. That cannot be. The Legend
could not have been giving her direct orders. We were in an
unregistered origami point, and we had no communication with
pingballs or Spybees — oh...”

“Right. The pirates had
Spybee-equivalent technology attached to the back spine of their
ship. She probably put it there, just like she probably controlled
all or most of them. They probably didn’t know they were dragging
spyware. When we found it, our crew shut it down, disassembled it,
sealpacked it, and stored it as salvage. So she doesn’t have direct
communication now. But she did then.”

Shay sighed. “That’s a lot of
probablies.”

“It is. But the consequence of
Laure’s fourth action is that I was free to fight. She took one
more action after that.”

“Which was?”

Melie showed her final 2-D image. “When
directly commanded to help the invading pirates attack her
crewmates, she instead turns her weapons on them and kills two of
them before they grab her and stab and cut her to death.

“Consequence: She delayed them
long enough on the bridge to give the owner time to get there. Had
she not done that, more of us — and possibly all of us — would have
died.” Melie swallowed back tears. “She loved this ship, she loved
her shipmates, and she never betrayed us. Never.

Melie leaned forward. “I have tracked every
breach in our system that I can find, and to the best of my
knowledge, I have presented you with a full assessment of our
vulnerabilities, and a complete report on how those vulnerabilities
were used in the past and might yet be used in the
future.”

“We may still suffer losses from
this breach, and take harm from directions we may not be able to
foresee or to protect against.” Shay rubbed her eyes with the back
of her hand. “As for Laure, I’ll see that her will is honored in
full, and that she gets a ceremony and honors on her record. It
isn’t much. It’s never enough. But it may give some comfort to
those she named as her heirs.” She started to rise, and said,
“You’ve done well.”

“I’ve done a little better than
that, if you can give me another moment or two,” Melie
said.

Shay sat back down. “Really?”

“The Legend has no way to know
I’ve discovered her breach of our data. It was well-hidden, and I
was very careful breaking into it. So I tampered with the feed
she’s getting. Any crew or guest files she had not yet read have
been modified to provide real-looking data with fine-grained false
details. Any of these she has read will be gradually updated to
provide the same false details.

“Further, I have put something
into the feed that, with your permission, will reach her the
instant we pass our next Spybee, and which is so tempting she’ll
almost have to take it.”

“Go on.”

“I’ve dumped direct personal
contact information with the owner into a private contract that
appears to have been accidentally misfiled as public by Rowse. The
information will allow her to connect to a special feed I built for
her alone. If she never uses it, it will be useless for
us.”

“But if she does?”

“If she attempts to contact the
owner through this feed, she will get a shipcom message telling her
that Mado Keyr is in his pressure chamber, and temporarily
unavailable, but that she is being forwarded to his personal
representative. While she is receiving that message, we are doing a
backtrace through our invisible connection. It will give us her
location and voiceprint instantly, and then dig in and gently
parallel her own system. We’ll be doing to her what she did to us —
but we won’t be leaving big footprints.”

“I love you,” Shay said. “That is
simply brilliant. Thank you, and yes. Go ahead and set it up.
That’s the all-clear. I’ll go let the owner know we’ve done what we
can, and are ready to move on. We’ll announce you as Captain once
we’re safe in our new home.”



* * *






Shay had the captain’s chair,
Kagen ran back-up on the first’s seat — which he would hold until
the Longview had
time to acquire a ready first mate, or to train up one of the
jumped-up crew members to take the chair.

Melie settled into her station and monitored
com. Vogert, jumped into Two-Gold, held the defense chair. And
Stwrak navigated.

Everyone not on deck was in a jump berth.
Everyone who was on deck braced themselves, because there was no
way to get used to the instant of sliding along the origami
fold.

The ship made the first jump, and
Melie was for an instant and an eternity thrown into the mind of
her otherself, overself, and in that instant both saw and felt
every other life she might have lived, all the places where she did
not escape the hell of her past, where she was still a slave, where
she was dying, broken, twisted. Saw every place where she had
failed to connect with the Longview, where she had missed her
one chance, and felt all at once all the pain of all those other
lives as one infinite full-body scream of terror and grief and loss
— and then the Longview
tore itself free of the hell of the multiverse
and Melie was on the ship, on the Longview, once again the one who
got away.

She threw up, and wept, and shipcom scuttled a
cleaner beneath her feet to take care of the mess and pumped a
coffee-plus-vitamins-plus-regenerative-fluids cocktail into her
built-in workstation cup. She drank the mixture straight down,
doing her best not to taste it. She wound down. Ignored the
post-jump distress of the others on deck, caught their sounds of
their own frantic gulping of coffee.

Her job was to read com. She read
com.

Nothing had come in or out, there had been no
pings, no contacts, no attempted contacts. There was nothing
waiting outside the point, nothing lurking outside their
hatches.

One down.

“We’re green on com at Insertion
Point One,” she said. “No Spybees, no pingballs, no feeds, no
leaks. Everything is clear out there, and everything and everyone
is locked down in here.”

Shay said, “Prep for second
insertion.”

“Ready on First.”

“Ready on Nav.”

“Ready on Defense.”

“Ready on Com.”

“Insertion Point Two now,” Shay
said, and hell returned.

And then was gone, replaced by a sight that
was as welcome to Melie as beautiful as sun-grown food and friends
around a table.

They were not in another unregistered origami
point. They were running toward the north-east corner of Bailey’s
Irish Station, with the iconic moleibonded solid wood Colson
Traders tower growing larger in their forward screens and viewport.
Ship traffic around them was heavy.

“This is
Longview hailing Bailey’s Irish Station Tower Control,” Melie
said. “Longview hailing Bailey’s Irish —”

“Tower Control
here. Got you locked in on Tower Control Two,
Longview. Gantry Couples
South 3 and 4 Outfacing are reserved for you. Your docking couple
will be Gantry 4. Do you have our beacon?”

“Have your beacon on the board and
locked on,” Stwrak said.

“Follow the
beacon — I’m sending you the long way around to keep you out of
main station traffic. The Longview’s size will foul things up
otherwise.

Shay said, “Affirmative. We’ll keep your path
clear.”

“I have you set up for a Blu-O
Four docking ring. That still work?”

“We’re good for Blu-O Four,
Tower,” Stwrak said.

“Then let’s do this. Guidance
crosshairs are extended, and we’re standing by to bring you on
station.”

“Tower acknowledged,” Melie said.
“We’re coming in.”

“And by the way,” Tower said,
dropping his official voice, “about time you folks showed up. Where
the hell have you been? I’ve been ass-deep in Baileys expecting you
to get here ever since they sent their invitation. They started
worrying two weeks ago.”

Everyone looked to Shay.

Shay looked tense. “Tower, we had
to shake off some trouble. We’re on lockdown until we’ve done
post-jump checks and talked to the
Bailey.”

“Roger that, and sorry about the
trouble. But in the meantime, welcome home.”

In her entire life, it was the first time
Melie had ever heard those words spoken to her.






* * *






Melie scoured com for anything incoming.
Anything outgoing. Anything different, anything wrong… and there
was nothing. There were no Pact-Worlds-registered ships visiting or
passing through Bailey’s Irish Space Station. There were no people
on Bailey’s Irish with Pact Worlds citizenship.

It looked safe. That didn’t mean it was, and
she included that note in her report to Shay. But she signed off on
the all-clear.











Bashtyk Nokyd






WE
SIT IN
WILS BAILEY’S PRIVATE QUARTERS, and I find myself thinking how stark this place is. How
simple.

Wils Bailey is rich, richer by far
than most of the men who hold power in Cantata, who live in their
vast castles carved of rock, surrounded by their servants. And
everyone here refers to him as the
Bailey.

But in this station that his father started
building, and that he and his siblings still own and operate, he
lives on the top two floors of a modest apartment building, in
simple quarters with his wife and their youngest child.

They have no lavish furnishings. They have no
rare collections. No servants. No sycophants. No court of toadies
and favor-seekers.

They do have a lovely view of space. And they
have each other.

Shay and I sit at their table and eat their
food. It’s good food, much of it fresh-grown or otherwise produced
on the station.

“I cannot believe I am sitting at
table with Bashtyk Nokyd,” Wils says, and the grin on his face is
wonderful. “We’ve used principles you’ve been teaching to build and
run this place, and what a difference it makes. The simplest of
things make Bailey’s Irish Station work. Folks pay their own way,
provide for their own children’s educations, make only laws that
guard the rights and property of individuals, tax only purchases
and never incomes. And the people who live here, as well as the
ones who emigrate here, live by those simple rules of life, and
flourish. You’d like it here. Your citizenship here is waiting for
you if you’ll take it.”

Wils is in his fifties, as is his wife. Both
of them are older than the station they live on by about a dozen
years.

But like everyone else on the station, they
have unregulated access to reju. They look thirty by choice. Banyi,
their youngest child, is nineteen, bright and pretty and alert.
There is an evident warmth in her relationship with her parents
that never existed between me and my parents, or me and my
children.

She says, “Dad is always talking about living
by the principles that sustain your life. If he didn’t also do it,
I could ignore him. But he does.” She smiles at me, wrinkles her
nose at him, then grins. He laughs and ruffles her hair.

Both his older son and daughter have already
stopped by, have introduced their families.

I try to imagine the people among whom I grew
up being like this. They and their children were strangers, made so
by a government that wanted to mold people into tools it could use.
It molded the rich just as fiercely as it molded the poor. Everyone
suffered, but unlike the poor, the rich were too blind to see what
they had lost.

Here — here I see the life I envisioned made
real, and suddenly realize that I can have this.

I can have this life. A wife who loves me
because I value her, not because we are chained together by a
social contract based on class and fortune and duty. Children whom
I know and who know me. Fellow human beings around me who see the
value in what I do, who understand why it matters, who will happily
trade their skills and knowledge for mine.

Here, people’s lives are allowed to matter
individually, so full reju is legal and encouraged. I can become a
young man with the earned knowledge of an old man, and I can give
myself the same chance I have been fighting for my whole life to
give others.

I can give myself and people I love a good
life.

In the company of this free, self-determined
family, the last pieces of the puzzle of how to bring freedom to
the people of the Pact Worlds fall into place for me.

The hand and the mind are one — the movement
of fingers frees the movement of thoughts. I pull out the little
tablet I always carry with me, and on it begin scribing a
diagram.

“I have it,” I say, as my scribe
tip moves across the smooth surface of the tablet. “The process for
freeing the Pact Worlds’ captive people.”

Shay looks surprised. “You do?”

I nod. “I can’t give them freedom,” I say, “no
one can. The only free people are those who recognize their right
to be free, claim it, and then fight to protect that
freedom.”

Wils is nodding his head. “We see that here.
Like everyplace else, we’re getting refugees who are escaping from
Pact Worlds. Some understand that to be here, they have to pay
their way. Some…” He shakes his head. “They ask where they can sign
up for benefits, and where the free rooming houses are, and how to
get the free food…”

Banyi stands up and says, “I’ll be right
back.”

He smiles at her, and continues. “We’re a
space station. What we can’t make or grow here on our own, we have
to go out to get or pay to have brought in. We don’t have the
buffer planets have, with food growing wild that you just find
lying around on the ground, or shoot as it walks past.”

I keep my head down, linking boxes with
arrows, dropping in words that stand for whole steps in this
process, as well as words my hand insists should mean something,
though my conscious mind has not yet made the connection. I pause
for a moment, studying what I have drawn, trying to get the smaller
pieces to connect. I say, “Most worlds — being terraformed — don’t
have easy food or other resources either. But I get your meaning.
You’re dealing with government slaves. Religion slaves. They’re
different from body slaves — men and women owned by individual
masters. Body slaves know that if they don’t work, they don’t eat.
If they resist, they don’t eat. If they fight, they’ll be staked to
a chain without shelter. Their actions all connect — so when they
get free, their minds still work.

“Government slaves and religion
slaves are different. Their minds have been intentionally broken.
They have been taught from birth that work and food are unrelated.
That no matter what they do, they will still eat, still have a
place to sleep, still have someone to take care of them, because
government or God will provide. At the same time, they are taught
that their time, their thought, and their work have no value to
them. That they must give it away for free, for the benefit of
others. That anything they do for themselves is of no use, of no
importance. That anything they want for themselves is evil or
selfish — even their own lives. Even their own
thoughts.”

My hand is moving again, writing words,
drawing boxes, connecting with arrows.

I say, “I cannot say the fix for
this will be simple, and there will always be people who
will choose to be
slaves rather than work to be free.”

The structure comes clear and beautiful in my
mind, made up of logic and love, of passion and desire and hard
work. On the tablet, it’s a mess — but I can work with this. Fill
it out, shape it, use it to show people that their lives matter to
themselves, for themselves, and that what they create has value to
them.

“Here’s where we start,” I say,
and point to the first box I’ve drawn on the tablet.

And Wils looks over my left shoulder and says,
“Banyi, what’s the matter?”
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Shay






SHAY WAS ON THE WRONG SIDE of the table, not beside Nokyd, but across from him and one
seat over. She saw Banyi, with tears running down her face. Heard
Bashtyk Nokyd say, “Here’s where we start,” heard Wils say, “Banyi,
what’s the matter?” and was on her feet as the words were coming
out of his mouth.

But furniture was in her way, and she could
not reach as Banyi’s hands fit themselves to either side of Nokyd’s
head…

Shay filtered out the faint noises Banyi was
making at the same instant that she vaulted over the table. “No,”
Banyi was saying, “no, no, don’t make me, no don’t make me,
no…”

Bashtyk Nokyd’s head imploded
soundlessly, went flat, vaporized, and Shay grabbed Banyi, who,
weeping and screaming “No, no, don’t make me!” raised her hands to her
own head.

This time Shay was fast enough. Pulled her
hands down, shouted at Wils, “Where’s your Medix?” and he ghastly
pale and round-eyed, pointed, then looked at what remained of
Bashtyk Nokyd and fainted.

Shay yanked both of Banyi’s hands to the
table, clamped the girl’s wrists together with one hand, yanked a
moleibond cutter out of her shipsuit belt with the other, and
sliced off the girl’s forearms.

Shay shouted, “Get her into the Medix! Someone
rigged her hands!”

Someone had done a lot more than
that.

Shay stared at the headless corpse that
seconds before had been the brightest light in Settled Space. At
the screaming child, rescued from killing herself, being dragged to
the family Medix. Stared at the hands and forearms on the table,
flopped across plates of half-eaten food, stumps seared by the
cutter.

Looked down at her own hands, and watched them
shaking. She realized she was crying, and she couldn’t stop
herself. She could not make her body do what she needed it to
do.

The recording from the deck of
the Longview had
included Laure screaming, “No, don’t make me!”

This was that again, and this time
Shay knew the source. The Legend had somehow divined the track of
the Longview —

No. She hadn’t.

Laure had never had access to the invitation
from the Baileys. That had been directly to the owner, had been
locked in the owner’s private files, and had not been
breached.

The Legend had found
Bashtyk Nokyd. Had come
after him directly. Might not even realize that he had been aboard
the Longview.

And Banyi had just said much the
same thing Laure had said. Don’t make
me. And then she had tried to destroy
herself, while clearly fighting for her life. She had been doing
everything in her power not
to do what some other force made her
do.

Shay thought again about what she had known of
Laure.

As a raw recruit, Laure had been damaged and
frightened, but all the recruits were. They’d been exiled from
hell, told they were not even worthy of that place, that the only
value they could give the universe was to kill themselves, and be
quick about it.

The only reason Banyi wasn’t dead was because
Shay had learned long ago that ruthless brutality could sometimes
save as well as destroy. Ruthless brutality had saved humanity from
extinction at the hands of Legends.

And ruthless brutality had saved a young
girl’s life.

A week in a Medix would replace Banyi’s arms
and hands. Her innocence — that was lost.

But ruthless brutality was going to avenge it
for her.

Mado Werix Keyr was about to come out of his
box and be the monster he needed to be, this time against another
monster like himself.

Shay was no longer crying. No
longer shaking. She tapped her earbud once, then said, “Shay
to Longview. Code
Coldwater. Our guest has been injured and needs to return to the
ship.”

Bashtyk Nokyd might have been a target of
convenience — but she thought that this time he was the true
target, and that this time the bitch Legend who had come after him
had hit exactly what she’d aimed for.

The Longview could muddy the waters,
though. They would not announce Bashtyk Nokyd’s death. Would in
fact redate and release a few conversations he’d recorded aboard
the ship — bits of new philosophy he was developing. These
conversations would let the universe and perhaps even his killer
think he was alive.

And the Longview would sit parked at
Bailey’s Irish Space Station, and see if the Legend would take
Melie’s bit of bait.

Shay picked up Nokyd’s tablet and scribe and
slipped both into a shipsuit pocket. She rested a hand on his
still-warm shoulder and rage filled her. She wanted to kill the one
who’d done this. Wanted to rip it into shreds, nail the
still-living shreds to a wall, and listen to every piece of it beg
for death.

But that was not her place, not her function.
Keyr would hunt down the thing and kill it.

She had Nokyd’s last words,
scrawled in a bizarre diagram that had made no sense whatsoever
when she’d glanced at it. But it had meant something to him. It
meant bringing freedom to people who were willing to earn it — and
that was Shay’s
function. So Shay would bring together the code-breakers, the
signal-trackers, the feed-wormers aboard the Longview and put this puzzle in
front of them.

She and they would do their best to understand
what Bashtyk Nokyd’s last words meant, and to get them to the
people who needed them.

She was a piece in a bigger plan. But she was
an important piece, and she would do her part.

When her team arrived with a portable Medix
and put Nokyd’s body into it, she convinced them to say nothing
about his condition. On her way out the door, she did the same
thing with the Baileys.

Then, carrying an iced bag containing a girl’s
hands and forearms and the burden of the lost — but possibly
recoverable — meaning of the last words of Settled Space’s greatest
philosopher, Shay went home.





















Melie






MELIE KNOCKED ON THE DOOR of Shay’s office. Shay opened
the door.

“I found both things you asked me
for.”

Shay pointed her to a seat opposite her desk.
“What did you find?”

“The leak on
Bashtyk Nokyd. The Legend had a voice print of him, and her system
was searching for his presence through all the feeds. She located
him in the anonymous networks while he was playing a Sensogame. She
was never able to connect his game status with the
Longview, but she did
connect him to the Bailey’s Irish Station gameserver core when we
jumped into Bailey’s Irish. I can only guess that she bet on Wils
Bailey wanting to meet Nokyd — and using his daughter as the tool
of her destruction. I don’t know and don’t dare guess how she
gained access to the girl.”

Melie watch Shay bury her head in her hands.
“Game server. We lost him because of a game server.”

“That was the bad news. I know it
couldn’t be much worse. But the good news is very good.”

“Go ahead,” Shay said.

“Our insertion into the Legend’s
private data is working. One of the files I found in the Legend’s
storage is a Pact Worlds contract negotiating the terms by which
the pirates are hunting us, who are acknowledged as pirates in the
contract, with both their world and their names in the
negotiations. The contract is signed by both acting Pact World
Administrators and pirate captains.”

Shay lifted her head from her hands as Melie
told her this, and simply stared, wide-eyed.

“It’s documented? In
writing?”

Melie nodded.

“Negotiating with pirates
invalidates the Pact Worlds’ original charter.”

“I know.”

“Danyal Travers needs a copy of
that contract.”

“I made sure he got one,” Melie
said.

Shay took a deep breath. “Did you get the name
of the bitch whose files you just raided.”

“Not yet, but I will. Has she
contacted you yet?”

Melie watched a cold light creep into Shay’s
eyes, and she shivered.

Shay stared behind Melie at something far away
— in another part of space. “Not yet,” she whispered. “But she
will.”
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not quote in reviews.

Sneak Peek at Episode 4: The
Vipers’ Nest


PROLOGUE

Herog brought the West through the origami
point into Bailey’s Irish Station space.

The West immediately drew three armed escorts
with weapons locked.

“Cady,” he said, “we have two
problems.”

She controlled communications, but was head
down and clutching her stomach, slurping vitamin-laden coffee to
get over a bad case of Origami-Jump Hangover.

“All right,” she groaned.
“What?”

“We’re being treated as station
enemies, and I see something dangerous that I need to keep you out
of.”

She sat up straight, fighting the sickness.
“We’re a team.”

He gave her a short, hard look, a signal from
the war they’d fought together.

Her lips thinned and she nodded once.
“Shipcom, connect me to the tower.”

“Tower signal open.”

Herog rummaged through his belt
kit and found an ident card. He handed her the card and pointed to
his chest. He mouthed the word client, and she nodded.

“This
is Tail 4YKN73-West
hailing Bailey’s Irish Tower Control.
Tail 4YKN73-West hailing
Bailey’s Irish Tower Control. Come in, Tower Control.

“This is Tower Control. The
station is on lockdown. You’ll have to turn around and go back the
way you came.”

Herog watched her and waited.

“You sound like Jem. If you are,
then you know me. This is Cadence Drake requesting clearance and an
exception. It’s taken me a hell of a long time to find my way home,
and I’m tired, and I lost Badger in a bad fight, and I need to
spend some time with friends.”

“Cade —” A pause. The sound of
pounding feet. “Hold where you are, West. I’m going to have to get
visual and Gen-ID.”

“Affirmative,” Cady said, and
Herog hit reverse thrusters and stopped the ship. All three of the
armed escorts perfectly paralleled his stop.

That was bad. It suggested that they’d had
time to practice that maneuver and get good at it — that whatever
the problem was, it was ongoing and not just a brief
emergency.

Cady killed outgoing transmission. “What do
you see?”

Herog had to lie. If he told her the truth,
she would follow him and get herself killed.

“I can’t tell you. Quite a while
back, I was tracking a trade ship that I’d identified as a
disguised slaver. I don’t know how the hell it got here, but it’s
here.”

“I’ll help…”

“No. You won’t. You’ll get off the ship and
see your friends and start rebuilding your life. I’m going to have
to go deep undercover. I may be gone for a while. But this is a
cover I have ready, and I didn’t build one for you — and don’t have
time to do that now.”

She glared at him, “Dammit, Herog
—”

A different voice from Tower said, “West,
bring up visual and scan your ident. We’ll have to do a walkthrough
of the ship ad get idents on all crew and passengers.

Cady turned outgoing transmission back on, and
said, “Shipcom, bring up visual.”

When she and Herog could see a much older,
taller Jem and the faces of several Baileys, she said, “I’ve just
scanned my ident and am sending you my Gen-ID now.” She pressed her
finger against the Gen-ID pad, and after an instant, Tower said,
“Gen-ID confirmed. Thought you were dead a long time ago, Cady. We
had a wake and everything.”

“I was doing a good job of
hiding.” And she paused. “Badger’s dead, though. I’m going to pass
the screen over to my client, who is with me because I couldn’t
figure out what else to do with him.” She scanned in the ident card
he’d handed her, then gave it back to him.

“Croft Hart, client of Cadence
Drake, please give us a Gen-ID scan.”

Herog slid his finger over the pad.

“Ident confirmed,” Tower said,
“but we don’t know you, so you’re not going to be able to
stay.”

He nodded. “I’ll find a berth on a ship, or
passage out. I… Mada Drake found my family, but they’d all been
murdered, and my home was a trap with the murderers waiting to kill
me. We barely escaped.”

There was a pause that lasted uncomfortably
long.

Then Tower nodded. “We’ve confirmed the
details. We’re sorry for your loss, and we’ll do what we can to
help you find a berth.”

“My thanks,” Herog
said.

When they were off com and Cady was docking
the ship, she said, “How long have you been investigating
this?”

“Since before I volunteered to
help you fight Legends,” he said. “There are things we do together
and things I do alone. This is something I do alone.”

She looked annoyed, but she nodded. They’d
agreed that she would not be part of his slaver-hunting, and that
she understood this was a part of his life he would not let
go.

What he was really going to do had nothing to
do with slavers, though.

It had to do with the
Longview, an enormous
renovated sleeper ship from the pre-origami-point era of space
exploration.

And with a secret he’d tripped over while
privately backtracking Cady’s past to make sure nothing else from
it was going to come after her.













 AFTERWORD






This story should have been finished and
published two years ago, and the three (or maybe four) episodes
that I plan to complete it, as well.

Instead, there were… collisions with
life.

A critical business website that crashed,
requiring several years to totally rebuild so that it would not be
vulnerable to nonsensical forced third-party updates.

A little bump on my tongue that turned out to
be a big deal.

A lot of pain, a lot of biopsies and surgery,
a fair amount of anxiety.

From time to time I note that shit happens.
This time it happened to me.

But I have worked my way back to
fiction again, and this is the first fiction I need to get up and
rolling, because along with writing fiction, I also teach
other serious writers (writers who want to make a living or some part of it
doing this, and who are willing to work insanely hard to get where
they want to go) how to do what I do.

I teach by demonstration.

And the entire Tales from The Longview series
exists because I needed to be able to teach writers how to plan and
write a series from start to finish, and I needed to do it at a
length shorter than a hundred thousand words per story. And because
of my fascination with building full-scale spaceships in Minecraft
(but that’s a story I’ve told elsewhere).

So you’re reading fiction that exist in two
planes.

First, added all together, these
stories will make up a stand-alone story that fits into the Cadence
Drake timeline after Warpaint
and before The Wishbone
Conspiracy.

Second, they’re demonstrations for my students
of how I build series fiction and get it to all hang
together.

And here’s a little secret about
that.

I know (mostly, sorta, kinda) how this story
ends.

What I’m still figuring out is how it
middles.






But about two hours ago, I figured out what
happens next. Just finished writing that. That was the Episode 4
teaser.






Live with joy,

Holly Lisle
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After (mumbled number) decades of writing
full time and selling my work to commercial publishers, I
discovered that I was happier and had a lot more fun writing if I
published my own work. At the same time, I discovered I also I got
paid more regularly, more reliably, and better for doing
so.

At the point where you discover a win-win
solution to some part of your own life, you have to realize you’d
be crazy not to pursue it. I pursued it for about four years in
hybrid fashion, while also writing commercially—but reality is that
self-publishing just kept on beating commercial publishing in every
head-on comparison.

So I quit publishing my work commercially. I
can’t say the decision was easy, and I can say it was terrifying,
but in July of 2011 I walked away from commercial
publishing.

Now I’m back to writing the
Cadence Drake, Moon & Sun,
and Longview
series, creating stand-alone fiction, building
writing courses, and getting the chance to speak directly to the
readers of both my fiction and nonfiction.

If you keep hoping I’ll do a particular story,
or book, or course, and I haven’t yet—let me know.






Get a free story and more when you join my Readers’
List.






And find me here: HollyLisle.com






And here: HollysWritingClasses.com






Cheerfully,

Holly Lisle
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Chainmail

“A Few Good Men,” Women at
War






My Nonfiction






Create A World Clinic: A
Step-by-Step Course for the Fiction Writer

Create A Plot Clinic: A
Step-by-Step Course for the Fiction Writer

Create A Culture Clinic: A
Step-by-Step Course for the Fiction Writer

Create A Language Clinic: A
Step-by-Step Course for the Fiction Writer

Create A Character Clinic: A
Step-by-Step Course for the Fiction Writer

How to Write Page-Turning Scenes:
A Step-by-Step Course for the Fiction Writer

Mugging the Muse: Writing Fiction
for Love AND Money

Professional Plot
Outline






Nonfiction Site
Exclusives

(These courses are ONLY available
on HollysWritingClasses.com)






How to Write Flash Fiction that
Doesn’t SUCK: A Free Three-Week Course for Everyone

How to Think Sideways: Career
Survival School for Writers (seven-month
writing course)

How to Revise Your Novel: Get the
Book You Want from the Wreck You Wrote (five-month revision course)

How to Write A Series: Master the
Art of Sequential Fiction

Title. Cover. Copy. - Fiction
Marketing Workshop

7-Day Crash Revision: How to Do
the Clean-Up Revision of an Entire Novel in One (Desperate)
Week

(7-Day Workshop, also works with short fiction
and self-publishing)

How to Find Your Writing
Discipline (3-Day Workshop)

21 Ways to Get Yourself Writing
When Your Life Has Just Exploded (Workshop)

How to Write Dialogue with
Subtext: Give Your Characters Conversations that MATTER
(Workshop)

How to Motivate Yourself: Discover
Your Hidden Triggers and Barriers and Use BOTH to Get
Writing
 (Workshop)
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When the mighty are monsters,
what will monsters become?
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